URBAN/SUBURBAN CHURCH REVITALIZATION IN THE 
AFRICAN AMERICAN CONTEXT-THINKING OUTSIDE 
THE BOX YET STAYING IN THE BOOK 


Addison Shields, Jr. 


Bachelor of Science, Chicago State University, 1975 
M.Div., Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, 1979 
M.C.E., Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, 1980 


Mentors 
F. D. Burrows, D.Min. 
A. D. Washington, D.Min. 


A FINAL PROJECT SUBMITTED TO 
THE DOCTORAL STUDIES COMMITTEE 
IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS 
FOR THE DEGREE OF DOCTOR OF MINISTRY 


UNITED THEOLOGICAL SEMINARY 
DAYTON, OHIO 
December, 2010 


Copyright © 2010 Addison Shields, Jr. 
All rights reserved. 


TABLE OF CONTENT 


ABSTRACT ld Mab SiSicchtes beta ca tack tl cncwtlels ous ia cease es apanbinsec ts ubennaret sa sehny iv 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENT Sy ois. cscs. genes cwieens See ee ee ge aceaOcec aw eames Vv 
TOCA TON oo ee sc Ee ls a RR ec eed Vii 
LIST-OF ABBREVIATIONS ws acces dz2aa.8- weenie ta eee oe eatieegwoanicars oleae Vili 
INTRODUCTION wascciviezeevsdscapemy ahh tiger pectstiiu aca neasvnesmgrss esi tones atdereimacte e ix 
CHAPTER 
1. IMENTS DIRE OC US so aes sia tet 5 rated ota Saud a mutton cara palate eet a 1 
Whe Author's: Story cs cocci cock copie ac iee cee en mescaae es once 6 
TheiContext:c32ae. owes 4 Oy Ee OE EEL, Seen ete 17 
GSS WIMETS yon nes, Mera oes ar eel Ds Seber ume a awe ata ZF 
2: THE STATE OF THE ART IN THIS MINISTRY PROJECT...............34 
Eite- Cycle of a. Congregations. 22% geste oes ecaguscce ane en ae 44 
WG} IS EG HERE este gaia hs sa teat aacaniyos iho rectal aoe estseeityaeseean eae a2 
Survey of the Commontty.). 2.004.002 sss noch vaccines a2 
Review the Demographics: c.77.f even ed omel cg nalts ecm sane 35 
|B acs LE( 6) | ARR CRN. SRAM Ciera hey Pune MNO RT Ey ee 55 
Finditio-¥ Our Niche: so ieee Sec es ee eee 56 
the “Visionary Reader car cet. c 59k fuse hea eae 58 
Five Practices of a Fruitful Congregation...............2-2....:ese00 66 
Discipleship Systemic. s0 55.20 ohn ae eens ee eee ne 69 
Stewardship: System vecco. a ox ance rc -n sacs Ceeee ct atvelee mech L 


Communication Techniques os Sih ies duce vageeene paces sakeeea ses 

Public Medi aeiovicsid os sveop saa cesar sesneuesdaci dae gies aad ese pense: 74 

Bleciromc: Media’ o.iccleagec iss ttsa ead tases soos Ree atest Lares ip 

The Worship Bulletin as a Communication Tool.................... 75 

SOIMIAT YS Sc fe geek ee hee ee ites RO wa eh ae eee 71 

3 HISTORICAL FOUNDATION 25. oc.2 Seco soc ck spe ies eee eee es 76 
Biblical’ Foundation’s cc..tasskaccescecsasiewsgecsesane owaahapdeveceaie 95 

Theoretical: Pound ae ccs ote 25 oe cacslhose eos ensokdganien esate 128 

4 METHODOLOGY 22 oo.8c 3 cae igs ones Bees eee idee 154 
53 FIELD EXPERIENGE so ccircdinetad sean 2b Recta on aoebat ates s 170 
MISIONAL YC HECIO Nia sc aia catch veces eG err ocr ae MMM a ree gM an aaa 184 

6. RELECTION, SUMMARY, AND CONCLUSION. ..............:::00 192 
MOde UE xan ihc toyaek a ate hha Aimy mente Weta emenk denne oe as ie 213 

ComclusiOn: s¢s24v.Su'cssabsdasvacs cha ae stiwu hobs s seaaswicuege estos 216 

218 


STE OGRA DED Yoo in sate ca ees eee den eon ea ON inc rare eee canna ames dae hasehecents 


ili 


ABSTRACT 


URBAN/SUBURBAN CHURCH REVITALIZATION IN THE 
AFRICAN AMERICAN CONTEXT THINKING OUTSIDE 
THE BOX YET STAYING IN THE BOOK 


by 


Addison Shields, Jr. 


United Theological Seminary 


Mentors 


Felix D. Burrows, D.Min. 
A. D. Washington, D.Min. 


The context is Faith United Methodist Church of Dolton, Illinois. The church will 
benefit from the appointment of a co-pastor/coach who is well experienced in church 
development and revitalization. The appointment will cross conference and state borders. 
It will require the cooperation of two Bishops. This approach is a “thinking outside of the 
box” concept. The author is unaware of any such appointment within the United 
Methodist Church. This model of revitalization will quickly change the church’s DNA 
and help establish a healthy discipleship system and a healthy stewardship system. The 
methodology that will be used is the mixed method. 
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INTRODUCTION 


Jesus carne and said to them, ‘all authority in heaven and on earth 
has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son 
and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I 
have commanded you. And remember, I arn with you always, to 
the end of the age.’ 


The mission of The United Methodist Church is fulfilled within the words of this 
passage of scripture; to make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world. 
This is the goal and mission of every United Methodist Church. Unfortunately, this is not 
the case in most United Methodist congregations. It is the hope of Bishops and their 
cabinets that pastors, upon their appointment to a local church, will lead congregations 
into church growth. 

Pastors and congregational leadership struggle with ways to experience church 
growth within their congregations. The motive for church growth may differ between the 
pastor and church leadership. Church leadership often views church growth from a 
survival mode. They believe that an increase in church membership will increase the 
amount of financial contributions to the church therefore making their church solvent 
again, so they can continue business as usual. The leadership believes that new converts 
will have the same commitment to the church as they had. Unfortunately, the wuth is that 
new converts must experience the full life of the congregation before they become full 


contributors to the church. 


‘Matt. 28:18-20 (NRSV). 
1x 


At the same time, pastors seek new disciples based upon the great Corimandnicnt 
of Christ to make disciples. They want the church to be solvent, but it is more important 
to pastors to make disciples than it is to pay the budget in full. This is an appropriate 
work of any pastor. 

This struggle for membership growth is not just in the majority ethnic church but 
also within the African American church. Many African American congregations are 
caretakers of large edifices built by Euro Americans. African Americans cannot afford to 
maintain these large structures. These congregations are challenged with high building 
maintenance cost and a quickly declining yet aging membership. The church continues to 
resist change which could embrace younger people with a modemization of the worship 
experience or an updating of the current worship experience which could interest this 
current generation. 

The use of a ministry coach is not common within the African American 
church. This project examined the significance of providing such a coach to a young 
pastor in an effort to effect church growth. The selected coach is a person who is well 
experienced in new church starts and revitalization. Many of the principles of new church 
start are appropriate for church revitalization. 

The Bishop and district superintendent thought outside of the box to determine the 
coach for this project. The selection of the president of the United Methodist Church Path 
1 initiative for new church starts was an excellent selection. This person is a senior pastor 
of a significantly large congregation within the United Methodist Church. He birthed a 


new church start a few years ago and was appointed to his current congregation to 


continue its growth. The appointment as a coach across conference and states lines was 
an agreement between two bishops and two district superintendents. 

The Northern Illinois Conference funded this project with an amount of $30,000 
to engage the coach, provide travel and to pay for advertising expenses. These funds were 
given to the coach with the designation that he would determine the best use of them. 

The selected coach used Bishop Robert Schnase’ principles of church 
revitalization as found in his book, Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations. These 
practices are: radical hospitality, passionate worship, intentional faith development, risk- 
taking mission and service, and extravagant generosity. Bishop Schnase provides not 
only the initial book but also a series of books and DVD video for small group discussion 
on each practice. The coach helped church leadership to experience the nature of church 
revitalization. He used Bishop Schnase’ Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations as the 
foundation for his work. 

This project covered a period of nine months. It was successful because of the 
committed involvement of church leadership and the congregation. Upgrades to the 
sanctuary, worship experiences, choir and musicians were well received by the 
congregation. This acceptance could only have been possible because the congregation 
understood that the Northern Illinois Conference Bishop and District Superintendent were 
very supportive of the revitalization. 

African American United Methodist congregations can be revitalized when the 
church leadership and congregations are willing to allow God to move them into a new 


relationship with God and God’s people beyond the church. 
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CHAPTER ONE 


MINISTRY FOCUS 


The model of this project will address a common problem within the African 
American church, declining membership and declining financial resources. The project 
will establish a model that can be used by an African American church to reverse its 
decline by changing the DNA of the congregation from that of simply maintaining the 


status quo to one of spiritual formation through evangelist fervor. 


The project will examine the impact of a discipleship system upon an African 
American church that currently operates without such a system. Currently, there is no 
effort to evangelize the community. The discipleship system will establish strong spiritual 
foundations within the lives of the members. It will also encourage the members to 
become extravagant givers and learn how to share their faith with others. The faith 
sharing goal is to teach the membership how to evangelize through personal 


relationships, whether family, friends, or colleagues at work. 


Declining congregations also struggle to maintain the remnants of aging buildings 
that need significant repairs while financial resources decrease. Many European 
American congregations are recipients of endowment from deceased members. 
Unfortunately, most African American congregations do not have endowment funds to 
maintain their congregations. A majority of African Americans worship in church 


structures that were formally European American churches. These congregations are 
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challenged financially as they try to establish a worship environment that is acceptable to 


their constituency. 


One of the goals of church revitalization is a change in the congregation’s DNA. 
Therefore, serious consideration must be given to lay and clergy leadership within the 
church. Leaders cannot be inward focused if they are to lead their congregation from a 
pastoral care model which sustains a dying church to an outward focused model of a 
living church. Longtime members of the congregation must be willing to release the 
leadership reins and provide opportunities for younger members to become successful 


leaders of the church. 


The question that the author will wrestle with is, “Is there a way to decrease or 
stop the hemorrhage of membership within the church in order to stabilize the 
congregation and provide a spark of spiritual growth which will enable the church to 
embrace new life in Christ, through making disciples for Jesus Christ for the 


transformation of the world?” 


Congregational development experts such as Jim Griffith, Paul Nixon, Bill Hybiel 
and others often state that church revitalization or redevelopment is very difficult. 
Revitalization of an established congregation requires a change in the congregation’s 
DNA. Many congregations and pastors are challenged to redevelop their congregation for 
various reasons. Often their focus is on getting more money into the congregation rather 
than making disciples for Jesus Christ. Since the focus is misdirected, the results of their 
sincere work will result in ineffective. The purpose of the church itself becomes part of 


the revitalization process. 


The process normally begins within the congregation. Conversations begin with 
the laity in small groups of faithful members and shared among the total membership. 
This spark of faith, when embraced by clergy leadership, is the first step toward church 
revitalization. These congregations will make a valiant effort in changing their DNA but 
they will discover that the roots of the church are very deep and thick. There will be some 
initial change but it is short lived before the congregation moves back into business as 


usual. 


Successful revitalization or redevelopment is possible and sustainable when the 
leadership team thinks outside of the box. Redevelopment cannot occur when a church 
continues doing the same old things, the same old way. Congregations and annual 
conferences need to think outside of the box to challenge congregational growth. This 


model is thinking outside of the box. 


The Northern Hlinois Conference Bishop and cabinet embraced this project using 
a different approach to church redevelopment; i.e. thinking outside the box. The project 
begins with the pastor organizing a small leadership team to facilitate the redevelopment. 
The cabinet which is composed of the Bishop, the six District Superintendents, the 
Director of Connectional Ministry and the Director of Congregational Development and 
Redevelopment, agreed to the appointment of a well-experienced church planter as co- 
pastor to work along with the current pastor. This co-pastoral appointment is across state 
lines and conference boundaries. This dual conference appointment, facilitated by the 
bishops of both conferences, is a first time event within the United Methodist Church. 


The church planter will share his skill and knowledge with the Northern Illinois 
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Conference as an appointed pastor. He will work with the pastor and laity of Faith United 


Methodist Church. 


The Co-Pastor will meet with the church and pastor a number of times to engage 
in goal setting and provide training in discipleship development. The church will begin 
the process of establishing a healthy discipleship system, which will lead to a healthy 
financial system. The pastor and co-pastor/planter will communicate in a coaching format 
for one year. In essence, why remake the wheel if we can bring a person into the 
conference for one year to redevelop a congregation? The plan for this model is to make 
sure that the process can be replicated in other urban/suburban congregations. This is 
critical because the success of the church planter will be impacted by demographics, 
timing, and other indigenous factors in Dolton, Illinois as it was in Wichita, Kansas that 


brought success to the St. Mark church. 


The co-pastor/planter, Rev. Junius Dotson, Pastor of the St. Mark United 
Methodist Church of Wichita, Kansas, is also a member of the United Methodist Church 
Path One team. The General Conference of The United Methodist Church established a 
new purpose statement for the denomination in 2004. The new purpose statement is “to 
make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world.” The Council of 
Bishops was given the charge to change the direction of the denomination in order that 
the church may live out its purpose. In 2005, the Council of Bishop stated, “In order to 
focus the resources of the entire church on our mission of making disciples of Jesus 
Christ for the transformation of the world, the Plan Team recommends the Council of 


Bishops lead the church along six vision pathways. It is our conviction that focused 


attention on these six pathways will lead to the realization of our vision of a transformed 


church that is forming, equipping and sending disciples of Jesus to transform the world. 


The six vision pathways are: 

Developing New Congregations 

Teaching the Wesleyan model of forming disciples of Jesus Christ 
Strengthening clergy and lay leadership 

Reaching and transforming the lives of new generations of children 
Eliminating poverty in community with the poor 

Expanding our Hispanic/Latino ministries 


The approach of this project is an attempt to fulfill the new purpose of the church 
while thinking outside of the box, yet making sure that the expansion and 
revitalization of ministry is theological and scripturally sound. This project will 
redirect the ministry focus of the church using the first two pathways as developed by 
Path One. The result of most church revitalization is the development of a new faith 
community based upon the Wesleyan model to make disciples for Jesus Christ for the 


transformation of the world. 


‘Bob Crossman, The United Methodist Manual For New Church Development, Starting New 
United Methodist Church: Introduction, revised September 15, 2008. (Arkansas United Methodist 


Conference, 2008) 2. 
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transformation of the world. 


‘Bob Crossman, The United Methodist Manual For New Church Development, Starting New 
United Methodist Church: Introduction, revised September 15, 2008. (Arkansas United Methodist 
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The Author’s Story 


In a book entitled, “Good is Not Enough: And Other Unwritten Rules for 
Minority Professional,” as reviewed by Sean Irish, the author Keith Wyche, talks about 
the pitfalls that African Americans find themselves in as they enter corporate life. When 
African Americans begin to climb the corporate ladder, they discovered that in corporate 
American there is ‘the way it is’ and ‘the way it should be.” 

The desire for African Americans to succeed was very strong after the 
Emancipation Proclamation of 1862 which granted slaves their freedom. The drive to 
succeed came with a heavy cost. Freed slaves were like children whose parents were no 
longer in the household. Slaves were dependent upon the plantation owner to provide 
structure for their lives. Now they experienced freedom for the first time in over two 
hundred years. Freed slaves struggled against The Jim Crow laws of 1890. 

The author’s grandparents lived in Fairfield County, South Carolina, which was 
known for its cotton, corn and pulpwood. (Pulpwood trees were processed into paper.) 
The author traced his fore parents back to 1851 while they were slaves on the Belton 
Plantation. Stories about members of the family were passed down through the 
generations. These stories contained information about family member’s personal habits 
and characteristics. The great-great grandfather of the author was a very stern man who 
was very angry at the world. Little is known about him except that he was physically 


challenged. Perhaps his physical condition was the reason for his anger. He inflicted his 


? Sean Irish, “Good is Not Enough: And Other Unwritten Rules for Minority Professionals.” 
African American News, (July 8, 2008). http://RushPRNews.com/2008/07/08/g00d-is-not-enough-and- 
other-unwritten-rules-for-minority-professionaloffers-advice-to-minorities-in-corporate-america/ (assessed 


October 15, 2009). 


anger upon his family, which included the authors grandfather. He believed that “your 
good was not enough” therefore he expected his children to be exceptional. The demand 
for perfection was ingrained in the family. Failure to demonstrate outstanding work was 
met with some form of abuse. Each succeeding generation had to accomplish more than 
the previous generation. 

The author’s grandfather was very successful as a pulpwood entrepreneur. He 
farmed cotton and corn in the moming and worked his pulpwood business in the 
afternoon. Every child born in his household, male and female, farmed the fields and cut 
pulpwood trees except for the youngest son who was too little to work. The pulpwood 
business took its toll upon the family. It was very hard work, which required a great deal 
of physical endurance. The pulpwood business was finally sold before the author’s 
grandfather died. His children sought work that was more efficient, less physical and 
provided a greater source of income. 

The author was born in 1949 the first of two sons. He was named after his father, 
who was a veteran of the Korean Conflict (1948-1953). His brother was born ten and a 
half months later. The author’s father was a devout Christian who was a deacon in the 
Baptist church. 

The author and his brother were raised on the family farm in South Carolina until 
he was five years old and then returned to Chicago to attend school. It was during these 
early years that the author became familiar with the church and first felt the call of God 
upon his heart, though he could not articulate the call at the early age of four. Part of the 
author’s childhood play time was acting like a preacher preaching a sermon. He loved the 


church and began to focus his life toward the church. 


African American families learned the art of capital punishment from the slave 
owners.’ Misbehavior of young people was corrected through similar forms of physical 
punishment, which continues to be handed down from generation to generation. The 
term, “capital punishment” in this document, is a reference to physical punishment such 
as whipping, slapping, beatings, and etcetera. 

When a child is hurt, whom can he tell or should he tell? Hurts can come in many 
forms. It can be emotional and/or physical. Children cry inwardly when they have to 
suffer in silence. This pain impacts the development and future of the child. Dr. Andrew 
Park, the author of “From Hurt to Healing, A theology of the Wounded,” identifies this 
kind of pain as “Han,” a deep wounding of the soul, which is not easily healed. The 
author experienced emotional and physical abuse as a child and young man. He not only 
understood the value of working to do your best but also experienced the pain of Han 
within his soul. The author still struggles to find healing and wholeness in the church and 
in his life. 

The family attended Mt. Olive Baptist Church in South Carolina. This 
congregation established the spiritual foundation that the author built his life upon. He 
admired the pastor who was highly respected by the membership. The people responded 
to his preaching verbally. The author was too young to fully understand the sermons or 
the art of preaching, but there was something in the pastor’s message that spoke to the 
emotional pain he was enduring. He began to understand the love of Jesus that was being 


preached by the pastor. He realized that Jesus loved him. The words of the hymn “Jesus 


3 Center for the Improvement of Child Caring, Effective Black Parenting: “Reason for Not Using 
Corporal Punishment and the Mild Social Disapproval,” (California: A CICC Publication, 1996) 189. 


ive me this I know for the bible tells me so,” took root in the author’s soul and began 
to blossom in his life. 

The author’s family noticed that he pretended to preach whenever he played 
church with his brother and young uncle. One afternoon the family asked the boys what 
they wanted to be when they grew up. The author was four years old when he responded 
that he wanted to be a preacher. He found a place to share his pain. His pain was in the 
hand of Jesus. The Church is composed of suffering people who experience many 
challenges in their lives. They seek out the church as a place of comfort, a place where 
they can release their pains and embrace a loving God who sent Jesus to die for them. 

The author also experienced the pain of discouragement from family member as 
he tried to fulfill the families’ expectations. He experienced the grief of loss at the age of 
five when his mother and father divorced. The church continued to be the place where 
solace and emotional strength sustained the author. It was difficult growing up in a single 
parent household. The author was expected to demonstrate excellence with the 
understanding that “your good is not good enough.” He accepted the responsibility of 
being the “man” of the household. As the elder son, he felt that it was his responsibility to 
assist his mother. 

The author was an introvert. He understood his responsibilities within the 
household and strived to succeed in all of them. He also helped his mother in her sales 
business, Stanley Home Products Inc., delivering the customer’s purchases to the hostess 
homes. He also became a salesman for Stanley Home Products in his late teens. He used 
some of his income to purchase a piano. The sales experience became an asset when the 


author was appointed to his first pastoral assignment. He used his sales knowledge to sell 


“ Warner, Anna B., Jesus Loves Me, (Tennessee: United Methodist Publishing House 1989) 191. 
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Jesus to a doubtful world. The family zeal of “your good is Me good enough,” 
encouraged the author to stride toward excellence in the ministry. 

The author struggled with his schoolwork. Eventually he encountered an 
arithmetic teacher who ignited a spark that changed his leaming experience. She opened 
the world of numbers to him. He excelled in almost everything that included 
mathematics. Music became easier because the foundation of music is mathematics. 
Mathematics opened the world of education to him. 

The author graduated in the top ten percent of his high school class of three 
hundred twenty-five students. He was living out the families’ value “that your good is not 
good enough.” His family values encouraged the author to excel in everything he tried 
though it also could be seen as a detriment to his development. The pressure to excel 
created a significant amount of stress in his life. Along with finding his niche in school, 
he discovered that he was introverting even deeper into himself. 

The author developed his leadership skills while enrolled in the Boys Scouts of 
America. This was the first time he was exposed to an extended time with boys his own 
age while serving as a troop leader. His mother provided everything he needed to succeed 
as a Boy Scouts. “Your good is not good enough” became the driving factor for him as he 
entered the Boys Scouts. He excelled in his interpersonal skills. His early years in South 
Carolina prepared him for the rough outdoors experience of Boy Scout camping. 

The author leamed to value covenants, rules and oaths while in the Boys Scout. 
The Boys Scout also satisfied his desire to be near God. The Scouts are a Christian 
organization, who take pride in their effort to remforce Christian values within young 


boys. 


iia 


The Calling into the ordained ministry was growing within the author and it 
became stronger every day. He had an ear for music and a singing voice to share God’s 
gift. He sang in the church choir. He eventually became the choir director and church 
organist. 

Disappointments still plagued the author’s life. He struggled with conflicts within 
his soul. He was doing everything possible to become the best he could be but his best 
never seemed to never be enough. He confronted racism in the Chicago public school 
system. He also encountered racism within the Chicago Junior College system. This high 
school honor student was placed in a city junior college remedial class. Many well 
educated students were placed in remedial classes in Chicago Junior Colleges simply 
because they were African American. After two years the author was accepted in 
Roosevelt University, one of the best business colleges in the city. He excelled in his 
class work at Roosevelt. College mathematics was a breeze for him. He majored in 
Business Administration and minored in Accounting. 

The words, “I called you to preach grew stronger” within the author. He 
experienced Han again as his soul was wounded by the rejecting words of his pastor who 
told him that if he could do anything other than preach aspire for that. This was very 
painful for him as this recommendation came from his pastor. His pastor might have tried 
to make sure that he had an authentic calling into the ministry, but his approach to 
clarifying the call was disappointing to the author. 

The author’s efforts to succeed continued to be met with constant rejections and 
disappointments. The pain of his soul cried out, Your good is not good enough. The 


representative of the church rejected God’s call upon God’s child. He felt the rejection of 
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the church. There is ny greater pain than that of rejection from the church. Many 
Christians are no longer worshippers or church members because of wounds inflicted 
upon them by organized Christianity. 

The author felt the rejection of family as he struggled to discover the direction of 
his life after his encounter with the church pastor. Some family members supported his 
calling into the ministry while others rejected his desires. The family believed that a 
church pastor must be married before they could serve the church. While the author was 
unmarried, he surely was called into the ordained ministry by a loving God. 

The author graduated from college with honors in Business Administration and 
Accounting. He worked for Coopers and Lybrand Certified Public Accountants following 
graduation. Coopers and Lybrand was one of the top eight certified public accounting 
firms in the world. Working for Coopers and Lybrand was wonderful. The accounting 
and auditing experience became a valuable asset when the author was appointed as pastor 
of Sherman United Methodist Church 

I called you to preach, continued to echo in his soul. The author was not fulfilled 
emotionally with his employment at Coopers and Lybrand. He longed for an opportunity 
to peach God’s word and serve God’s people. He was ordained in the Baptist Church in 
1973 by Rev. Hogue pastor of New Christian Fellowship Missionary Baptist Church. The 
ordination service was held at Lilydale Progressive Missionary Baptist Church with the 
late Rev. Lawrence Jackson, who discouraged the author years earlier, serving as the 
moderator for the service. The author felt affirmed by God as Rev. Jackson placed his 
hand upon him and declared that he was ordained in the Christian church to serve God 


and God’s people. 
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The author acquired many skills to help him facilitate his experiences = a church 
pastor. Christ prepared him as a pastor with additional skills. He is a trained musician, 
choir director, accountant, and business administrator. His life was literally filled with the 
pain from disappointments, lack of encouragement, grief, and etc. but God would use 
him. 

The author kept hearing God’s words, I called you to preach, in his soul. He 
enrolled in Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary in Evanston, Illinois in 1977. He 
felt that he needed a firm theological foundation to build his ministry upon. He excelled 
while in seminary like he had done before in high school and college. His experience in 
seminary helped him become a committed minister of the gospel. 

The author contacted the Northern Illinois Conference of The United Methodist 
Church to request a student appointment. He was appointed to Sherman United Methodist 
Church in Evanston, Illinois. He served as a student pastor until he completed his Master 
of Divinity degree and a year later his Master of Christian Education Degree. He was 
ordained in the United Methodist Church as an elder of the church in 1979 and appointed 
to serve his first full-time appointment at Sherman United Methodist Church. Finally he 
had a church and could now live out the calling that God placed upon his life. The author 
served five United Methodist congregations and was eventually appointed as a District 
Superintendent within the church. The role of the District Superintendent is a supervisory 
ministry within the annual conference and to a particular area within the conference. 

He is a wounded healer now ordained to help those who are also wounded. Many 
clergy people have been wounded in some form within their personal lives and/or 


ministry. The author is able to approach his responsibility as District Superintendent and 
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supervisor with a sensitivity of the pain that clergy encounter. He experienced rejection 
within his family, disappointments from a pastor whom he respected when he shared his 
call into the ordained ministry, death of his father and the loss of unfulfilled dreams. He 
not only brought spiritual foundation, which was established through a relationship with 
the church to the pastorate, but he also brought all of his life experiences and training to 
the church. Yet, the author still experienced rejection within the church as his ministry 
developed. 

Congregations are often resistant to change and not willing to consider a visionary 
change in the direction for the church’s ministry. The author felt the disappoimtment and 
rejection of those who had control over his life, his former district superintendents and 
the five pastor parish relations committees of the local churches he served. The 
disapproval of the church continued to be as emotionally and spiritually hurting as well as 
the disapproval of his parents. The Han of his soul entangled his spiritual growth. His 
ministry was encouraged by the laity who worshiped on Sunday and those who attended 
the many session he taught around the church. These moments of encouragement helped 
him see beyond his pain and affirm that God is using him to touch people’s lives. 

The question that the author asked himself when the Bishop offered the 
appointment of superintendent to him was, what could he bring to the district 
superintendent’s position? He had nineteen years of pastoral ministry in various size 
congregations. He understood some church growth principles because all of his 
appointments had experienced growth. He understood the importance of worship and all 
the components of the worship experience. The author brought his Business 


Administration and Accounting experience into the Superintendency. He was willing to 
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learn new ideas and concepts. He serie on the General Council on Finance and 
Administration, the finance committee of the denomination. He also served as the 
Finance Chairperson of National Black (United) Methodists for Church Renewal. He 
served as Treasurer, Secretary, Vice Chairpersons and Chairperson, respectively of the 
North Central Jurisdiction Black (United) Methodists for Church Renewal. He brought all 
these skills and experiences into the position of Superintendent. 

The two years of psychotherapy before leaving Chicago for Rockford as a new 
District Superintendent was helpful. It helped the author deal with some of the emotional 
issues that were mounting in his soul. He had an opportunity to discuss the employment 
rejections within the United Methodist Church, family rejections and his introversion. His 
pain is still raw with further issues within the church, but he realizes that God is still 
caring for him. 

He had major surgery in 2006. The author experienced what he felt was the lack 
of emotional support from family, friends and the church as he recovered from the 
surgery. He experienced the feeling of separation from the church as he healed from such 
a significant occurrence in his life. Several Euro-American pastors supported him during 
the surgery but no one visited or called after he was released from the hospital. 

The current Bishop appointed the author to the Chicago Southern District as the 
District Superintendent in July of 2006. He continued to feel the pain of rejection within 
the conference even as a District Superintendent. The rejection of the supervisory 
ministry from pastors and congregations still cause emotional pain to rest in his spiritual 


soul. 
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The Chicago Southern District is known as a difficult district to coordinate in the 
conference. He continued to fight against racism directed toward African Americans 
within the conference and the cabinet. The author remained determined in his 
appointment and work toward excellence as a District Superintendent. 

Twenty-six of the thirty African American churches in the Northern Illinois 
Conference are located on the Chicago Southern District. These congregations struggle 
with a decline in membership and resources. The goal of the author is to determine, 
“How can he encourage Church growth across the district, starting with one church and 
moving forward throughout the district?” 

The Chicago Southern District encompasses the entire south side of Chicago and 
the far western and southern suburbs and beyond. The Southern District is a fertile area 
for church growth. This area is fertile because of the vast number of new home 
constructions and communities that have been created on the south side. Many areas that 
were blighted with old housing and vacant lot have now been restored with housing and 
public parks for the new residents. Chicago is the anchor for the annual conference but 
little effort or support is given toward church growth in the second largest city in the 
United States. 

The author continues his work as a District Superintendent joyfully in the service 
of the church because he is truly doing the will of God for his life. He delights in helping 
both lay and clergy work together to develop ministries to reach those who do not have a 
relationship with God. His skill will afford him the opportunity to make a difference 


within the church. 
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The Context 


The context of the author’s ministry is the Northern Hlinois Conference of The 
United Methodist Church. He is the District Superintendent of the Chicago Southern 
District. The northern boundary of The Northern Illinois Conference is the Wisconsin 
state line, the Mississippi River on the west, Lake Michigan on the east including the 
north western border of Indiana. The southern border extends from the Mississippi River 
on the west to the north western Indiana state line, approximately one hundred seventy- 
five miles. The conference area is the top northern quarter of the state of Illinois. 
Geographically, the conference covers a total of twenty counties with a population of 
4,167,748° people. Two of the largest cities in the state are located within the conference 
area: Chicago and Rockford. Chicago is the largest city within the state with a population 
of 2,896,016. Rockford is the third largest city in the state of Illinois with a population of 
over 152,000 people. The state capital, Springfield in central Illinois, is the second largest 
city. 

The most recent statistical analysis from the General Council on Finance and 
Administration was used in this contextual analysis. There are 386° congregations within 


the Northern Illinois Conference. The conference has seven hundred pastors’ of which 
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forty-two are local pastors.® The total full membership a inti the conference is 107,161.” 
The average weekly Sunday attendance is 50,549."° The ethnic church membership for 
the conference is: 3,277 Asian-Americans, 8,703 African Americans, 1,424 Hispanics, 64 
Native Americans, 210 Pacific Islanders, 93,189 Euro-Americans, and 344 Multi-Racial 
persons." 

The Chicago Southern District boundary is Lake Street on the north, which cuts 
across downtown Chicago from Lake Michigan to the western border known as Illinois 
highway 294. The northeast and southeast border of the district is Lake Michigan 
including the northwestern border of Indiana. The western border travels down IIlinois 
highway 294, which is approximately twenty miles west of Lake Michigan. The southern 
border stretches from Illinois 294 to the Indiana border which is approximately eighteen 
miles. 

The district has fifty-four congregations representing portions of two counties: 
Cook and Will. The United Methodist Church impacts sixty-one cities across these two 
counties with a population of 2,244,557." The district is racially diverse. The research 


office of the General Board of Global Ministries projects a population decrease in the 
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Chicago Southern District of 1.9% by the year 2011 which represents a loss of 22,835 
people.”? 

The Chicago Southern District population of 2,244,557 which represents 960,081 
African Americans, 43,915 Asian-Americans, 8,174 Native Americans, 545,420 
Hispanic-Americans and 686,967 Euro-Americans. There are 13,587 people within this 
total population who are affiliated with Methodism as their religious affiliation. This 
number is composed of 6,641 African Americans, 496 Asian-Americans, 10 Native 
Americans, 253 Hispanic-Americans and 6,187 Euro-Americans. The majority of African 
American congregations, within the Northern Illinois Conference, is located in Chicago 
and is a part of the Chicago Southern District. There are twenty-four African American 
congregations on the Chicago Southern District with a membership of 5,992 people.'* 

There is little membership growth within the African American congregations 
with the exception of St. Mark United Methodist Church whose total membership is 
1,759 people.’ St. Mark is the largest African American congregation within the 
conference. St. Mark established a strong discipleship system many years ago. The 
church experienced many difficult times across the years, but because of their 
discipleship system, they have been able to maintain their members. The congregation 
continues to grow as it expands with many small groups impacting almost every age 


group within the congregation. 
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The auilion’s ministry context is quite large. It would be impossible for him to 
develop a doctoral project to examine all the needs within the context; therefore he 
selected one ministry site to develop a ministry model. The focus of the ministry project 
is Faith United Methodist Church in Dolton, Illinois. 

The author experienced church growth in each congregation he served. The author 
will work along with the pastor of Faith church and the church planter to develop a model 
of church revitalization that can be used to help other congregations on the southern 
district experience a turn around. This project will develop small groups throughout the 
church as a means of increasing the membership and changing the DNA of the 
congregation. A development of small groups within this congregation will affirm the 
ministry of small groups and their importance in church revitalization. 

The author will share insights into current church growth strategies that will 
strengthen African American clergy and laity on the district who desire to experience 
church revitalization. It is the author’s desire that all congregations on the district will 
seek to develop into strong congregations. He also realizes that it will take a great deal of 
effort and commitment on the part of congregational leaders to move forward to 
strengthen the church. Some congregations will be committed while others will desire to 
remain in their current state. Unfortunately the author will not be able to do anything 
with congregations who have no desire to grow. It is not that the author will have all the 
answers but he will provide a model for church leadership to review and adopt within 
other congregations that have a similar situation. 

Church revitalization and the development of new church starts and new faith 


communities-is a goal within the conference. The process designed to establish these new 
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forms of ministry will be a collaborative effort between the Northern Illinois Conference, 
the Conference Congregation and Redevelopment coordinator and the Southern District 
Congregational Development strategy teams. The district strategy team will initiate the 
process when they identify a possible location for a new ministry or a revitalization of an 
established congregation. 

Established congregations who seek new disciples are embracing an emphasis of 
Ethnic minority and multicultural congregational development initiatives. They will be 
asked to participate in the conference church expansion program, known as Harvest 2020. 
The question raised by the African American church is, “How is the African American 
church included in the formula of church growth of the conference?” This is a fair 
question for the African American church to ask because the last African American 
congregation was established in 1963, while many Euro-American and Korean 
congregations were established over the past twenty-six years. 

There are twenty-four African American United Methodist congregations within 
thirteen zip code areas. The total 2004 membership of these congregations is 6,103 '© with 
an average worship attendance of 3,134" people. An analysis of the African American 
population in these selected zip codes areas and the worship attendances of the African 
American congregations indicate that we are reaching .0094 percent of the population. 
This is less than one percent of the African American population. The statistics indicate 


that there are 268,199 African Americans who have no faith involvement. 
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The challenge of the District Superintendent is to determine why African 
American United Methodist Churches cannot reach the non-churched. Less than one 
percent on the African American population is United Methodist. An analysis of the 
statistics of the Chicago southern district would indicate a number of things. First, it 
appears that African Americans on the south side of Chicago are not interested in the 
United Methodist Church. This assumption surfaces the question, “Why are African 
Americans not interested in the United Methodist Church?” 

Chicago is known as the center of gospel music. African Americans are 
passionate about the church and their personal Christian involvement. Why is it then, that 
the United Methodist Church has such a low membership presence in Chicago? 
Secondly, it appears that the leadership of the church might need to retool itself to reach 
the changing population. Thirdly, perhaps the political structure of the city prevented the 
spread of United Methodism throughout the African American community because of the 
urban renewal plan for community development. 

Chicago is experiencing a huge surge in housing constructions. Travel into any 
community and you will see a significant number of new houses that have been built or 
are currently under construction. Communities are populated with new single family 
homes, town houses, three story condominiums and condominium skyscrapers. 
Supermarkets and mall of every size litter these communities. New schools are under 
constructions and the transportation corridors have been upgraded. Contractors purchased 
old traditional buildings and refurbished them into wonderful condominiums. Upwardly 
mobile African Americans live in most of the newly constructed condos in the African 


American community. 
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A survey of many local icinupehes indicates some of the problems which block 
membership growth. First new residents in the community often hold membership within 
congregations outside of the community of their residence. They remain members of their 
current congregation because of family relationships, significant involvement in the 
church or because the church had a significant impact upon their life as a result of a 
personal family crisis. The second realization is that many churches no longer address the 
need of their community. Seldom will a congregation move very far from its originally 
established purpose and mission. 

Another item that blocks the population from uniting with a community United 
Methodist Church is the church facility. As the African American United Methodist 
constituency grew within Euro-American congregations, Euro-American members 
moved out of the cities leaving African Americans to maintain well used church 
buildings. The cost to maintain these large structures which were not energy efficient 
overwhelmed the African American membership. These large dilapidated buildings are 
not appealing to prospective members. New community residents expect the church to 
reflect the same economic status of the residents. They will not send their children to a 
church that is not safe. They refuse to worship is a sanctuary that is not well maintained. 
The building image of an established congregation explains another reason why non-faith 
involved residents in the community have not sought out the United Methodist Church. 

The revitalization of any congregation depends deeply upon the leadership skills 
of the pastor and the leadership team. Pastors and leadership teams need the necessary 
tools to evangelize and teach the congregation. These tools are designed to encourage 


church leaders to examine the community, determine its needs and begin a process to 
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meet some of those needs. The pastors also must be equipped with the necessary sidits to 
enable the leadership team to lead the church growth effort through a joint ministry of lay 
and clergy. The leadership team must determine whether the current style of worship 
meets the needs of the community. The team might suggest a change in the worship style 
to update the worship experience to meet the interest of the church’s new clientele. 

It is imperative that the District Superintendent remain aware of the local church 
vision and the future course of the ministry for the congregation. The supervisory 
ministry of the District Superintendent is to oversee the development of ministries 
through an interpersonal relationship with the pastor. The Superintendent receives reports 
from the Staff Parish Relations Committee regarding the dreams and visions of a 
congregation. The Superintendent should be careful when reviewing these reports for 
often they reflect a ministry that died many years ago. In essence, it is a reflection upon 
the church that existed several decades ago. A congregation must have a clear vision of 
its current ministry and the direction for its future ministry. It is upon this basis that a new 
pastor should be appointed. The vision can continue under the leadership of another 
pastor with the assistance of the laity. 

The statistics for the Dolton, Ulinois community was included within the data 
already given of African American churches. The population of Dolton is 23,678.18 
African Americans represent eighty-five percent of the population or 20,079”? people. 


The number of non-faith involved people in the community is 5,920"°. The total 
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membership of Faith United Methodist Church is 150.7! The average 2008 worship 
attendance is 45. There are a number of churches from other denominations located in 
Dolton whose membership is larger than that of The United Methodist Church, but have 
experienced a plateau in membership growth a number of years ago. 

In addition to a low worship attendance, the church also struggles with a lack of 
financial resources. They struggle to maintain their buildings, finance mission programs 
and provide for the pastor’s salary and benefits. The congregation’s desire is to expand its 
ministries and membership but the lack of financial resources prohibits any expansion. 

The leadership of the church, both lay and clergy must think outside of the box to 
accomplish change. Ministry must be designed to reach a variety of generations 
beginning with the Builders and Baby Boomer. These two groups have the greatest 
amount of financial resources to give to the church. The church must focus upon the 
Survivors generation (1961-1981), Millennial (1982-2001) and Generation Z (born after 
2001.) The church continues to develop ministry formats for these youth and young 
adults. Alternative worship styles have been developed to meet their needs. An example 
of these worship experiences are: Emerging Worship, Hip Hop Worship and Praise. 
Worship which uses, liturgical dance, mime, praise, auto-visual, etc., all appeal to the 
younger worshiper. 

Over a period of time congregations establish a reputation throughout the 
community. A church with a negative reputation or one that is more inward focused than 


outward focused will find it is very difficult to change their image within the community. 
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It is not impossible to change such a so pussa but it takes hard work and a sincere 
commitment within the congregation. It is imperative that the new congregation do 
everything in its power to change their community image. 

One way to change a historic image within a congregation Is to the bring 
community leadership into the church and discuss the needs of the community. With the 
knowledge of the communities’ needs, the church can then focus outwardly becoming 
involved in the community and responding to some of the community needs. The 
community of Faith United Methodist Church is no longer aware of the church as a 
viable help within the community. If residents and business owners were asked for 
directions to Faith church, which was one block for the area of this experiment, they 
could not give the directions. The church is inward focused in its ministry and it has 
experienced difficulty in its leadership. A revitalization of the congregation and a 
redirection of the churches ministry can produce growth in the number of disciples within 


the church. 


ZT 


The Synergy 


The author loves the church. It is the stabilizing force within his life that gives 
him comfort and enjoyment as he serves God’s people. This love has grown across the 
years because of his early calling into the ordained ministry. This is why he desires to 
develop a model that will revitalize dying African American congregations and re- 
establish the African American church as a center of the African American community. 

Revitalization of an established congregation is always a challenge. Many United 
Methodist congregations in Chicago need to be revitalized. These congregations 
experience declines in membership and financial resources. They are inward focused with 
little to no desire to identify with the community as their mission field. The question for 
the District Superintendent is whether his good is good enough to assist local 
congregations to revitalize. These congregations can be revitalized with prayer, faith and 
a belief that God will provide a way for those who are not members to find their way to a 
loving house of God. Revitalization can only take place with God in the center. 

The majority of United Methodist churches are small membership congregations. 
This is true for the United Methodist congregations in the Chicago metropolitan area. The 
struggles that challenge congregations are a lack of financial resources, lack of young 
people and lack of membership. 

It is the author’s belief that the development of an urban/suburban model which 
can be replicated will encourage church growth throughout the Chicago metropolitan 
area. The Model must contain a process to develop new faith communities and revitalize 


established congregations. The establishment of new faith communities and churches in 
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new phen communities is very important. Faith communities are a gathering of 
small groups of people in various places other than a local church. The goal of these 
small groups is to engage in Bible study and faith formation. “Congregations will 
influence individuals who belong to them and the communities in which they are present 
in a variety of ways. The very presence of a church building with its steeples and stained 
glass will call people beyond themselves. Through educational programs, congregations 
not only transmit knowledge of the faith tradition and its meaning for contemporary life 
but also transmit values that promote community solidarity and continuity.”” 

African American United Methodist congregations within the Northern Illinois 
Conference can experience church revitalization. The author brings thirty-one years of 
pastoral experience to this project as a clergy person within the United Methodist Church. 
He is well acquainted with the itinerate appointment system of the United Methodist 
Church. Two conclusions drawn by the author from his experience with the itinerate 
system are: one, the pastor’s approach to the appointment is paramount to a successful 
appointment. Pastors who understand family systems and know how to work quickly 
within short-term appointments will be successful within the church. The author is 
trained in family systems using the Murray Bowen theory”. In addition to family system 
training, he received an undergraduate degree in Business Administration and 


Accounting. Both educational experiences helped him to quickly understand how to 


identify systems within the congregation. 
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Pastors encounter two challenges when they are anponited to a local church. First, 
the realization that the church is composed of many well established family systems 
which are difficult to change. These family systems and sub-systems operate within every 
congregation. If a church is to experience growth, it will depend upon the pastor’s 
knowledge of family systems. Secondly, the realization that The United Methodist 
pastoral appointment is usually a short-term appointment when compared with other 
autonomous denominations. This affects both laity and clergy. The itinerate system of 
The United Methodist Church will often change the pastoral appointment before the 
pastor can fully understand the family system within the congregation. If church 
revitalization is to occur, the Bishops and cabinets must identify these specific 
congregations as turnaround churches and allow them to experience longer appointments. 
Still, some revitalization can take place while the appointed pastor is getting to know the 
congregation. 

It is imperative that pastors know the demographic nature of the church 
community and the family systems in that congregation. The process of starting a new 
church or revitalizing an existing congregation begins with the pastor, though there are 
occasion when a small group of laity will express a desire for revitalization or a new 
church. With the assistance of the laity, and an understanding of family systems within 
the congregation and community, pastors can lead the congregation toward revitalization 
and even the establishment of new faith communities. 

It is the responsibility of the annual conference leadership to provide educational 
opportunities to train its pastoral leadership to revitalize existing congregations and/or 


start new faith communities. The Northern Illinois Conference offers training to laity and 
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clergy in church growth development for existing congregations and the development of 
new faith communities. 

The author’s appointment as a District Superintendent provides him an 
opportunity to seek out and structure various church growth workshops to assist 
congregations in church revitalization. The author has a Master’s Degree in Christian 
Education and taught many conference related educational courses. As indicated earlier, 
he is trained in family systems through the Georgetown Family Center which was 
founded by Dr. Murray Bowen in 1975.4 The Georgetown Family Center espouses the 
theories of Dr. Bowen. 

Murray Bowen’s eight concepts” are designed as a way to understand the 
emotional nature of people as they relate within the family unit. These concepts extend to 
the church and community because they often operate in a family format. Bowen 
examines the 1) nuclear family emotional system, 2) the differentiation of self, 3) 
triangles, 4) cutoff, 5) family projection process, 6) multigenerational transmission 
process, 7) sibling position, and 8) emotional process in society. These concepts help 
pastoral leadership to understand congregations as a family system. There is always an 
unofficial leader in the congregation who operates behind the scene in the organization. 

The author completed the United Methodist Church new church start institute 
known as The New Church Leadership Institute.”° He is currently training to be a coach 
for new church starts through Path One. Path One is the name of the United Methodist 

* Toid 


5 Gilbert, Roberta M, The Eight Concepts of Bowen Theory: A new Way of Thinking About The 
individual and The Group, (Virginia: Leading Systems Press, 2004) 4. 


26 The New Church Leadership Institute, sponsored by: Path 1, Arkansas Conference of the Untied 
Methodist Church and the South Central Jurisdiction of the United Methodist Church, (Mt. Sequoyah 
Retreat, Fayetteville, AR, October 13, 2008). 
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Church initiative to aevaloi 650 new congregations. The Arkansas Annual Conference 
was asked to develop a foundation for this effort. As a part of their work, they started 
training laity and clergy as new church leaders. The Institute is held across the United 
States and twice a year in Fayetteville, Arkansas. It is sponsored by the Arkansas Annual 
Conference and the United Methodist Church. 

The author never started a new church but he experienced measurable church 
revitalization as a result of his gifts and graces for ministry. He experienced significant 
church growth in many of his congregations along with an increase in financial resources. 
The church growth he experienced came as a result of how he established personal 
relationships throughout the congregation. He got to know the people and learned who 
the informal leaders were within the congregations. He worked with the informal leaders 
in conjunction with the elected leadership to start new ministries within the congregation 
and community. 

African American church revitalization is dependent upon good preaching and an 
excellent musician. A revitalized congregation will remain strong if it develops a healthy 
discipleship system. The church requires a process of discipleship making to sustain 
itself. It is important that a revitalized congregation understand the difference between 
making disciples and recruiting members. Disciples are commissioned to make other 
disciples. Therefore, the church continues to grow and multiple through new 
congregations. 

The Chicago Southern District, African American United Methodist 
congregations, has 6,130 people in membership which represent less than one percent of 


African Americans living in the study area. If church membership increased by one 
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percent of the population, the average church could double the current membership. 
There are 648,070 total African Americans within the study area who acknowledged a 
relationship with a religious organization but may not mean that they are members of any 
church. Within this number are people who were once members of a church, but are no 
longer members because of various reasons, either problem in the church, work schedules 
conflicts and/or those who believe in God but not in organized religion. There is an 
additional 268,199 people who express no religious membership. 

Re-gentrification of African American communities provides an even greater 
opportunity for churches to evangelize. Population shifts are wonderful opportunities to 
develop new faith communities and to strengthen established congregations. 

New pastors are challenged to be more technically advanced than ever before. 
The retooling of pastors will enhance a pastor’s success if they hope to attract the 
Millennium, Hip Hop Generation and Generation Z. These populations are much younger 
than the current membership and they will bring many technological changes to the local 
church. 

The Christian movement is very strong in the Chicago metropolitan area. There 
are many congregations hoping to welcome new residents into their faith community as 
communities re-gentrify. Pastors and lay people who are trained and open to new styles 
of worship and ministry will succeed in church revitalization. This newly trained 
leadership will lead the church in new church development. 

People who are acquainted with worship technology and the emergent style of 
worship will reach younger populations. The church also needs trained pastors who 


understand the concept of blending traditional and contemporary worship styles which 
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will meet the needs of our senior population. Blended worship will also touch the hearts 
of the baby boomers. 

Annual conferences and cabinets can no longer simply appoint seminarians or 
untrained seasoned pastors to congregations with the hope that revitalization will occur 
simply because the pastor is young or well experienced. Change can take place when 
pastors are equipped with the necessary tools to bring about change. 

The contextual portion of this document shared the shifts in population trends 
within the city and conference but it did not indicate the number of Christians who no 
long desire to be a part of the church. There is a great falling away from organized 
religion. The decline in The United Methodist Church membership over the past few 
decades forced many churches into mergers and/or closures. The impact of membership 
decline upon the African American church is significant. 

The potential for church growth is all around us. The question before the church 
today is, “How do we tap into the population stream and bring people into The United 


Methodist Church?” Growth takes place when you prepare for it. 


CHAPTER TWO 
THE STATE OF THE ART IN THIS MINISTRY PROJECT 


Is there a church for me? People are looking for a church where they can 
experience relationships, spiritual formation and the transformative love of God. People 
who were once members of the church seek a renewed relationship with God among the 
people of God. Others, who asked this question about the church, are people who have 
never attended a worship service or perhaps do not even believe in organized religion. 
Many people limit their relationship with the church to weddings and funerals or only 
attend for Christmas, Easter and Mother’s Day. 

Some people left the church decades ago because of broken relationships or 
offensive behavior by members within the church. Some were disillusioned by clergy 
who sought to lead the church beyond the disciplines of the church and wounded those 
members who resisted their attempt to change the church. The action of these clergy 
leaders left people feeling that the church no longer addressed the needs of the 
community or lacked a vision for the future. They believed that the church was more 
concerned about itself and its building than the mission field. We are living in a time 
when people desire to renew their relationship with a loving God while in the fellowship 
of a church that is vibrant, missional and spirit filled. 

Statistical analysis of church growth, over the past few decades, will disclose the 
decline in church membership. This decline can clearly be seen among European 


congregations that were established centuries ago. 
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Every major religion except Islam has experienced decline in 
Western Europe, according to the Center for the Study on Global 
Christianity at the Gordon-Cornwell Theological Seminary in 
South Hamilton, Massachusetts. The drop is most evident in 
France, Sweden and the Netherlands, where church attendance is 
less than ten percent in some areas.’ 


Churches within the United States are experiencing the beginning of a similar 
decline as compared with the Great Fall Away experienced among Western European 
Christians many years ago and those in Rome. The Bible says, “Now the Spirit speaketh 
expressly, that in the latter times some shall depart from the faith, giving heed to 
seducing spirits and doctrines of devils..." 

Current church membership within the United States mirrors that of the church in 
England. The majority of people who attend the church are gray-hair people. Younger 
people no longer see the church as viable or relevant to them. European church leaders 
tried to rekindle in the hearts of the population a desire to reconnect with God but their 
efforts were not met with success and the church started declining. This clear indicator of 
the religious life in Europe established the fact that the church is slowly coming to an 
end. 

In 1900, almost every person in Europe was Christian. Currently only three out of 
four people consider themselves Christian. The number of non-Christians moved from 
one percent to fifteen percent. This story is different in Eastern Europe where church 


attendance is on the rise in places like Russia, Poland and the Ukraine where “the masses 


‘USATODAY, “Religion takes a Back Seat in Western Europe,” Noelle Know, USA Today, 
http://www.usatoday.com, (accessed April 24, 2010). 
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believe that religion provides a sense of certainty in an uncertain world.”? This rise in 
interest for religion is primarily due to the fact that these nations experienced many 
decades of religious probation. History reveals the strength of humanities’ belief in God 
when we examine these nations. Millions of people were not allowed to worship and 
openly express a belief in God. The churches were closed and the religious movement 
was forced underground, but the church survived. Following the fall of these nations, the 
people established congregations to worship God and evangelize the population openly 
without the fear of governmental oppression. 

A notable decline in The United Methodist Church membership began following 
the merger of The Methodist Episcopal church and the Evangelical United Brethren 
church in 1968. The new church is known as The United Methodist Church and it boasted 
a membership of 10,647,864 people at the time of merger in 1968. The membership 
declined, between 1968 and 2000, resulted in a total membership of 8,41 1,503.4 
Ultimately, the membership decline impacted every ethnic group within the church. The 
decrease in The United Methodist membership was significant within African American 
church because Africans Americans are a minority population within The United 
Methodist Church. 


People of African heritage have been a part of the Methodist church since its 


inception in 1738. Methodism began in American in 1760. As the movement grew, 


>USATODAY, “Religion takes a Back Seat in Western Europe,” Noelle Know, USA Today, 
http://www.usatoday.com, (accessed April 24, 2010). 
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African Americans participated actively in the groundbreaking and formational initiatives 
though much of that contribution was acknowledged without much biographical detail.° 
Methodism grew quickly across American through the effort of lay and clergy Circuit 
Riders. The Circuit Riders were mostly lay ministers who road across the country on 
horseback starting churches in also every small town they encountered. They trained 
other lay ministers and left them to provide leadership over the new congregations. 

The Methodist Societies were established and lead by spirit filled lay people who 
had a divine call upon their lives to teach the word of God. The Circuit Rider returned to 
these new congregations as often as possible, but ultimately, they might visit only two or 
three times a year. Some of these lay ministers were ordained and commissioned to start 
more churches across the United States. Eventually this spiritual movement of birthing 
new churches would become the responsibility of ordained clergy who are appointed to 
service a specific area without the charge to establish new congregations. 

John Wesley baptized two African slaves from the nation of Antigua in the West 
Indies. Mr. Nathaniel Gilbert visited England in 1758 with three of his slaves. When Mr. 
Gilbert and two of his slaves heard John Wesley preach, they were convicted and became 
a part of the Methodist societies. Mr. Gilbert and his slaves returned to Antigua to share 
their experiences with an Anglican priest named John Wesley and the transformative 
power that was poured into their lives by a loving God. Mr. Gilbert preached the word of 
God to his slaves. He taught the social principles and the doctrine of Methodism to the 


slaves. Mr. Gilbert established many Methodist missions in Antigua and he spread the 


“The Book of Discipline of The United Methodist Church: “Historical Statement,” (Tennessee: The 
United Methodist Publishing House, 2008), 10. 
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doctrine of the church with those whom he met. The membership within these Methodist 
missions grew to over two hundred people within a few years. Sophia Campbell and 
Mary Alley kept the flock together by carrying on Class Meetings and prayer meetings as 
best they could after the death of Mr. Nathaniel Gilbert. 

Methodism spread quickly throughout the American colonies. It was widely 
embraced among African Americans because of John Wesley’s stance on slavery. John 
Wesley hated slavery and shared his belief with the lay ministers he trained who 
continued to teach against slavery. Methodist societies across the nation opposed slavery 
in the Americas. This opposition to slavery encouraged African people, both freedmen 
and slaves, to become a part of the Methodist movement. 

As the Methodist church grew, Wesley’s stance against slavery was challenged, 
especially in the South, as large plantations were purchased and the need for field 
workers grew. The Methodist Church eventually split into three branches over the issue 
of slavery during the American Civil War. The Methodist Episcopal Church, Methodist 
Episcopal Church — South, and the Methodist Protestant churches were organized as a 
result of the church split. The churches merged together into one church again in 1939 
excluding the African Americans Methodists congregations and leadership. The new 
church was known simply as the Methodist Church. 

African Americans across the United States were assigned to a new jurisdiction 
known as the Central Jurisdiction which predominately covered eighty percent of the 
United States. 320,000African Americans Methodist was estranged from the church they 


Our History and Heritage: About Our Church, “Methodist Church In The Caribbean and The 
Americas.” http://www.mccalive.org/our_church.php?mid=9 (accessed April 30, 2010). 
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loved. This segregated section of the church remained separated from the Methodist 
Church until 1964. The Central Jurisdiction was finally acknowledged as a part of 
Methodist Church. ’ This merger included all African American congregations and 
Central Jurisdictional clergy leadership. 

The Silent generation (1925-1945) and the Baby Boomer generation (1946-1964) 
were strong in their Christian belief. These generations planned their lives around the 
church. Many larger church buildings were constructed during the period of the Great 
Depression (1929-1941) when financial resources were scarce. People needed work; so 
many communities built houses of worship as acts of faith to a loving God. The church 
was a symbol of hope for God’s great presence in the lives of those who were in need and 
experiencing the most significant tragedy in human history. People believed that these 
offerings to God could alleviate their suffering and restore the economy. 

Jim Griffith, the founder of Griffith Coaching for new church starts, shared a 
story about an experience in his father’s office. Jim, as a young boy, was in his father’s 
office and noticed a drawing of a city development on the office wall. The developer 
placed circles on the drawing where churches were to be built. The drawing was dated 
1955. The developer ran all the utilities lines and sewer tunnels at lost cost to the future 
owners while at the same time setting aside acres of land for the churches. 

Jim later visited a developer in 1979 and noticed that the developer had a model 
of a new community in his office. That developer did not planned for any churches in the 


development. There was no land set aside for church’s to buy. In just a twenty-four year 


“Jan Snider, “Church’s 1936 Debate Revealed Passions, Differences over Race,” The United 
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period, the church moved from being seen as an asset to the community to that of a 
liability. The climate about the church had changed dramatically. Even in 2010, 
communities are developed and built without any thought of a place of worship. It 
appears that the developers are more interest in selling individual lots for homes than 
reducing the lot price in order for a church to purchase multiple lots to build a worship 
center. This is evident across the United States. Perhaps this shift to not providing 
designated land space for churches is a result of the rising governmental cost to operate 
the various municipalities. Realizing the many large sections within a development will 
be removed from the tax revenue base of the area will prompt many governmental 
officials to think about the lost of governmental revenue for that area. 

In a workshop conducted by Jim Griffith, he stated that during the ten years 
period, from 1990 to 2000, over 100,000 congregations closed their church doors for the 
last time, never to worship God in those building. He stated that it is predicted that 
between the period of 2001 and 2010, 2,438 congregations per year will close their 
churches for the last time. This means that approximately 125,000 churches will close 
their doors over this twenty-year period. As a district superintendent, the cabinet struggle 
each year with the number of churches that are near closing and struggling to survive. 
These congregations have experienced membership decline over the past decades and 
now a noticeable decrease in financial resources. Most of these congregations lost sight 
of their mission many years ago and live without a vision for the present or future. They 
are what is known as maintenance congregations, doing the same things, the same way, 


like they always have done it, and getting the same result, nothing. 


4] 


When a congregation reaches the point in its life when the ministry and mission of 
the church is primarily caring for the building and trying to maintain pastoral 
compensation and benefits, then that congregation is very close to death. A quick fix to 
this problem is often seen as a merger of two congregations, but in reality this action 
seldom works in the long run and simply forestalls the enviable death of the 
congregations. The common practice of a merger is to merge two weak congregations 
together with the hope that results of this action might develop into a strong and 
turnaround church. Merger based upon two weak congregations coming together seldom 
work. The newly formed congregation will continue to exist for approximately another 
ten to fifteen years, or until the financial resources have decreased significantly enough 
again and force the congregation to consider merger or closing again. The results 
occurred because no effort was made to change the DNA of the old congregation into 
something new. The congregations continued to live in a survival mindset and struggled 
to identify a clear vision of the future. 

The constant decline in the number of churches within The United Methodist 
Church initiated a movement, known as Path 1. The goal of Path 1 is to establish 650 new 
congregations. Six hundred of these new congregations are anticipated to be European 
American while the remaining fifty and anticipated as ethnic congregations.® The 
denomination reflected upon the current realities of the established congregations and 
determined a plan for growth. It was decided that the primary effort of the ienctasan. 


would be focused upon the development of new congregations. 
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Church growth professionals teach that it is always earlier to start a new 
congregation as opposed to trying to redevelop an existing congregation. Established 
congregations have a long standing DNA which is the foundation for the congregation. 
The DNA in the church, as compared to the DNA in humans, is fundamentally the same. 
These are the building blocks of the organization stretching from its inception to its 
current position. 

Congregations are organized with a certain mission or objective in mind. 
Churches grew because of their work in the mission field, formally known as the 
community in which the church was built, and met their goals with outstanding success. 
Leaders were developed and trained to carry out the mission of the church. Some leaders 
helped to organize congregations and established a strong worship environment within 
the congregation. These congregations were quite vital in their mission fields for many 
years. They experienced success in their mission because they were accurately aware of 
the needs of the community and its members. Unfortunately, the church did not revision 
itself as the mission field began to change. 

There are many reasons why a church might fail. Some of the reasons are: 


1. the changing mission field 

2. the decrease in membership 

3. the decrease in financial resources 

4. the worship experiences is out-of-date with the current population 

5. the older congregants refuse of allow young adults to experience leadership 


6. there is not a healthy discipleship system in place to replenish membership 
Church professionals teach that it is very difficult to change the DNA of an 


establish congregation, but it is not impossible. Congregations can be revitalized and 
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redeveloped. It is possible for a congregation to experience a shift in its DNA and 
establish a new vision for the future. The gospel writers, Matthew, Mark and Luke speak 
of not putting new wine into old wineskins. Jesus said, “Neither is new wine put into old 
wineskins; otherwise, the skins burst, and the wine is spilled, and the skins are 
destroyed; but new wine is put into fresh wineskins, and so both are preserved.”” This is 
the same image of changing a churches’ DNA. If we are not revitalized a congregation, 
we cannot just change to content, we need to change the entire entity, if we hope to 
succeed. 

Any discussion of revitalization and redevelopment must begin with the 
leadership who are willing to do things differently and establish a different format in 
order to produce a different product. The leadership of the church must think outside of 
the box. A shift in the DNA is not just doing things differently, but it is establishing a 
completely new approach to the ministry of the church and the mission field. The church 
can experience an emergence of a new church or a restart of an existing congregation if 
it is planned. These two concepts will be discussed later. 

There are many similarities between the process of new church starts and church 

revitalization. The foundation of these processes rest with the leadership team and the 
pastor. Church leaders ought to have a balcony view of the congregation. '° Many pastors 


and leaders are too close to what’s going on in the congregations for them to be able to 


° Matt. 9:17 (NRSV). 


Balcony View: | heard this expression in a worship lead by Gil Rendle from the Alban Institute. 
He used this term to discuss the importance of pastors being able to experience a larger view of the 
mission and ministry of a congregation. This view from above the congregational level allows the pastor to 
see further and vision more intently than being among the congregation of the main floor. 
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vision for the future. They cannot see the future or establish a vision of the church 
because they cannot see the total workings of the church. Pastors and church leaders need 
to leave the main floor of the mission and move to the balcony in order to see the church 
from a different position. A wise leader will call upon the church leaders to look at the 


broad picture of the church and beyond what they do every week. 


Life-Cycle of a Congregation 

All of the churches founded by the disciples died when their life cycle came to an 
end. Each congregation or small group will experience a life cycle.!! The longevity of 
any church or organization can be determined by a leader who understands the principles 
of a congregational life cycle. The leader ability to determine where a church is on its life 
cycle will help the church in its planning process. The stages with a congregation’s life 
cycle are birth, infancy, adolescence, prime, maturity, aristocracy, bureaucracy and death. 

Birth: is a time of excitement and enthusiasm. This is the start of the church. The 
founding pastors and the launch team are fully open to God’s grace and all that God will 
be doing in the life of the congregation. The church is void of programs, administration, 
buildings and the normal ministry issues that so easily distract the church from its 
mission field. The founding pastor’s time is filled with visitation, one on one contact, and 


sharing the word of God. 


“Martin F. Saarinen, The Life Cycle of a Congregation, (Maryland: Alban Institute, 2001) 6. 
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The one major issue that leadership must decide is when to launch the church. A 
pre-mature launch may destroy the effort to establish this new church by causing it to 
struggle and develop slowly. A new congregation should only launch when it has reached 
a critical mass of membership and/or attendance. 

Infancy: is a time of continued excitement and growth while the church begins to 
establish its roots. As the church grows, it will experience growth pains when it moves 
toward a more structured format. People will begin to demand more out of the new 
church than it can give. Some people will desire to worship in their own building. Some 
people will lose focus on the mission of the church because they become tired of setting 
up a worship space each week and doing the things that are necessary to carry out the 
work of the church. This stage requires people to experience a high survival need. The 
congregation must sacrifice some things that are not happening in other churches or not 
to the level of other churches. For example, at this stage people are asked to understand 
limited resources, mediocre music, poor sound system, etc. until the church grows to a 
level that is acceptable by all. 

Adolescence: is like the teenager years. This is the time of testing the limits for 
the new church. Members and prospective members of the church desire the church to act 
like a real church. They expect the normal activities that occur in the average church. 
Many members will expect the church to operate out of its own space which means 
paying a mortgage and while the pastors must become building manager. 

They will become angry with the pastor because as the membership has grown; 


the pastor will no longer be able to continue the one on one contact that people have 
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become accustomed too. During this adolescence stage, some in the congregation will 
believe that this is the time for a new pastor. The ministry might plateau during this stage. 

Prime: is “marked by a balance between and an optimization of both human and 
programmatic concerns mediated by the strengthened managerial capability.”’” The 
congregation becomes concerned about mission. “It is a congregation that has learned 
creative use of the inherent conflicts between the visionary and the pragmatic, the 
emotional and the rational.”!° 

Maturity: The congregation still demonstrates some of the characteristics of the 
prime stage. The membership is settled and various traditions had begun to form. The 
church is becoming more resistant to change when new ideas are presented. Many of the 
members who establish the church are no long active in the church. Some of the chartered 
members have left the ministry. 

Aristocracy: The church has begun to slow down and falter. The joy of the church 
start is long gone and the work of the church will become business as usual. Many of the 
small groups have closed. The effort to continue in mission is now an act of maintenance. 
Members of the church will begin to talk about the good old days when the church was 
growing and many ministries were started. They will talk about when the pews were full 
and the Sunday school bursting. 

Bureaucracy: Churches are experiencing significant decline in membership during 
this stage. Members of the congregation are attempting to defend the past while trying 


not to decline any further. The church will seek out someone to blame for the decline. 
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The mission of the church will turn inward as the congregation shifts into a maintenance 
mode. Congregations will resist any creative problem-solving initiative. The staff 
members of the church may stop communicating well with each other as they struggle to 
identify what is needed to save the church. 

Death: Like all of Paul’s churches in the book of Act, the church finally died. The 
church dwindled away losing all its assets and a willingness to live. 

The life cycle of a congregation is portrayed in a number of ways on a diagram. 
Sometimes the cycle is shown on an inclining or declining diagram. It is also portrayed 
on a bell curve. The Life Cycle of a Congregation is also punctuated with Vision and 
Relationships along with Program and Management. Vision and Relationship influence 
the first four stages while Program and Management influence the second four stages. 

The concept of a congregational life cycle is important to any church leader. As 
indicated above, every church is established along with cycle. In the business world, a 
similar cycle is often referred to. Most successful businesses and organizations examine 
their original business plan every twenty to twenty-five years to determine if they are still 
living up to the original plan and whether that plan is still viable to their clientele. If the 
plan is no longer viable, a new plan will be developed. This is a part of the life cycle for a 
business organization. Most churches began the work of ministry with the thought that 
they will always be in business in the same community. If they are successful and grow, 
the ministry will continue as usual or they may even relocate to another area, but the 
ministry and mission will remain the same. Eventually, they will lose touch with their 


clientele and began to decline, moving from maturity to death. 
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Once a church experiences death, it is impossible to revitalize or redevelop the 
congregation. It might be possible to restart the congregation as a new church start. It is 
important for the restart to identify who its clientele is and find that special niche in the 
Christian market. There are many churches within any one community but what makes 
this congregation more significant than all the other. That question is answered when the 
congregation is fully aware of its niche, why is it in that community. 

Identifying the niche is probably the single most important issues is how a church 
could change the DNA of the old structure and restart the congregation at the Adolescent 
stage of the life cycle. This restart might require that the old building be completely 
refurbished, possibly a new name for the church and a change in the laity and pastoral 
leadership. It will need new creative ideas. The pastor and launch team must focus on the 
development of a vision for the church and concentrate the majority of their effort in 
establishing a relationship with the community. In other words, the restart must know its 
clientele and fully understand their niche in the community/mission field. 

When a pastor understands the nature of a congregation’s life cycle, death can be 
prevented. The church must be lead in such a way the change is established as a part of 
the core values of the congregation. An informed pastor will be able to share with the 
leader of the church the indicators of the churches’ position on the life cycle chart that the 
pastor identified which could lead to death. The identification of these indicators should 
take place before a congregation enters the survival mode of its life cycle. 

There is still life within the congregation even though it is experiencing 


significant decline in membership. As a congregation experiences its decline between 
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aristocracy and bureaucracy, there is a possibility for a congregation to turn around and 
become healthy again. In essence, the congregation will move back along it life cycle to a 
position between adolescence and the prime stage. The renewal of the congregation 
produces excitement about the future and a desire to evangelize new members. The style 
of worship has change significantly to meet the needs of the current community. The 
worship leaders meet to intentionally make sure that all generations are cared for within 
the worship experience. 

This is also a time for the revitalized congregation to reconnect with its mission 
field. Many mission fields or communities have experienced significant change, while the 
congregation was locked behind the safety of the church walls. The church protected 
itself from the community by breaking relationship with community people and leaders. 
The goal of the revitalized congregation is to respond to the changing needs of the 
mission field without excluding the silent generation and the baby boomers. 

The current position of the Faith United Methodist Church on the life cycle chart 
is that of being close to the bureaucracy stage. This is not the first time that they have 
encountered this stage or being near death. Faith church is an example of the fact that 
merging congregations do not always work. The Faith church name merger is the result 
of three congregations that merged a number of years ago. The merger gave the new 
merged church a financial bust, but it did not change the DNA. These three weak 
congregations came together with the hope that new life could be found because of the 
merger while still living with the DNA that caused death to occur within their 


congregation. 
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The merger allowed the church to move back on its life cycle line to the maturity 
stage. The congregation continued with business as usual while the mission field outside 
of it doors were radically changing. The majority of the membership began to drive into 
the community to attend the church while not reaching out to the community population 
across the street from the church. The congregation slowly moved into the aristocratic life 
cycle stage. The membership soon began to decline because nothing changed in the life 
of the congregation when the three churches merged. The congregation built a new 
sanctuary onto one of the old buildings and continued to worship without acknowledging 
the change in the community, its mission field. 

Lower middle class African Americans purchased homes around the church as 
the community ethnicity changed from ninety-five percent European Americans to 
eighty-five percent African American. European Americans church members, who were 
now driving into the community to attend Faith church, did not reach out to their new 
neighbors. The church continued to talk about how things use-to-be and blamed the 
annual conference for their decline in membership because the conference would not 
appoint that special pastor who could lead them to success. 

The annual conference acknowledged the racial change in the community and 
finally appointed an African American pastor to the church. The purpose for the 
appointment of an African American pastor to the congregation was an effort to 
encourage the church membership to evangelize the community. The church continued to 
decline with no indication of a desire to evangelize the neighborhood. Financial stability 


was the only thing that kept this church from dying. The European American 


at 


congregation established an endowment fund with the proceeds from the merger which 
sustained the congregation during the church declined. Significant decreases in the 
reserves were experienced over the past decade. One hundred thousand dollars remain in 
the church reserves. 

The current District Superintendent worked with Faith Church to help determine 
its future. The first option was another merger with an African American congregation 
that was as equally as small and declining much like Faith Church. The merger 
conversations failed after many months of meeting and preparation for the merger. When 
the District Superintendent held a merger church conference with the second 
congregation, the second congregation voted against the merger. 

The efforts of the District Superintendent to move these congregations in a 
different direction sparked an excitement toward re-visioning and evangelism within 
Faith church. The lay leadership and pastor of Faith church continued to be hopeful about 
a change in the DNA and life of the church even after the merger vote failed. 

The District Superintendent worked with the Bishop’s cabinet to designate Faith 
church as a church re-start within the Northern Illinois Conference. Even though the 
church was declining, they no long played the blame game. The two indicators to the 
district superintendent that let him know that the church was ready to turnaround were the 
pastor’s willingness to provide the necessary leadership and commitment to the project, 
and the commitment of the lay leadership to do something new. 

There was a strong possibility that this congregation could turn around because it 


was in the middle of its life cycle between aristocracy and bureaucracy. The annual 


2 


conference engaged the assistance of a successful church planter, to coach this 


congregation through a turnaround process. 


Who Is Your Client? 

The question, “Who is the client?” is not one that all pastors and congregational 
leadership teams need to wrestle with. Once the leadership team understands who their 
client is, then ministries can be developed to impact the congregation and the community. 

This is a concept that is used in secular business. Before a business begins 
operation within a certain community, it has completed several informational gathering 
strategies. The prospect owner: (1) surveys’ the community, (2) reviews the 
demographics of the community, and (3) determines the location for the business. These 
three strategies are just the beginning of a formal business plan for the prospective 
business. All too often, this strategy is not used by church leadership before starting a 
new congregation or revitalizing an existing congregation. Church revitalization is 


dependent upon a similar business strategy to accomplish its task. 


Survey of the Community 
The first step for church revitalization is for the congregation to understand and 
know the people within the community in which they are seeking to serve. Implied within 
the movement toward revitalization is that the church sincerely seeks to re-envision the 
movement of Holy Spirit upon their congregation to reach the lost and serve the 


community. 
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Who are the current residents living within the community? Most communities 
continue to experience significant population shifts. There was a time when churches 
were community congregations with little movement of families relocating to other parts 
of the city and/or country. It was quite common to see family generations living in the 
same household or within the same community. These family generations worship in the 
same church and experience all family situations together as everyone else in the 
congregation experienced. Families established relationships with their neighbors who 
worshiped with them and shared their life experience. Children were born, baptized, and 
married among one church family. Loved ones died and were funeralized among a church 
community and family who knew each other well. 

On the whole, this is no longer the case. As society changed, so has the church 
and community. Many communities are transient communities. People are constantly 
moving in and out of the community. People leave the community because of 
employment changes. Often children will move to other cities following college, either 
because of employment opportunities or personal desire to not live near family. 

Some people leave the community because of economic changes in their lives. As 
young people who were raising their families they needed a large house or apartment to 
accommodate their family size. As life moved on and the children left home, many 
people downsized to smaller living spaces which, in some cases, forced them to move out 
of the community. Others planned well for their senior years and discovered when they 
retired, that they were victims to the economy and some employers. These people were 


forced to live in government housing or with their children in another community. 
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A revitalizing congregation must know their current neighbors before they begin. 
This information is gathered through, walking the community and talking with people. 
Conversations with the community residents will reveal the true needs of the community. 
These conversations will also give the revitalization team a glimpse of future changes 
within the community. Conversation with residents at community events is another 
source of great information about the needs of the community. The United States census 
data is another important resource that will give the demographic changes within the 
community or zip code area. 

The leadership team should identify the nature of the businesses that populate a 
community. This will give the revitalization team ideas about the communities’ needs 
base upon a secular perspective. As indicated earlier, most secular businesses have 
already done this work, so avail yourself of this significant information. 

What other religious denominations are located within the community of your 
congregation? All too often, churches in the community have very little relationship with 
one another. It is almost as if the church is a guarding a great treasure that will be stolen 
if one denomination relates with another. There is also the fear that one congregation 
might lose members to another congregation if they worked together and got to know 
each other. Much of this fear is within the leadership of the congregations. 

A relationship with the denominations within the community can be eye opening 
as we consider ministry and mission within the community. Congregations have a 
tendency to offer the same service to the community. Most congregations will offer, 


bagged food give away, hot meals, clothing give away and Christmas gifts for needy 
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children. Some will have a ministry to the incarcerated and/or a mission program to help 
in other countries. All of these are very important forms of ministry for the church to be 
engaged in. This information is vital for a revitalizing congregation to know as a part of 
its development plan. 

Review the Demographic 

It is imperative that the revitalization team understand the demographics of their 
community. The demographics will help the committee focus its ministry upon the 
section of the community that is in most need. Most demographics will reveal past 
changes within the population and projected changes for the next ten years. 
Demographics will indicate the number of residents who are church and non-churched. It 
will help the committee prepare for those who are not here yet. The community 
demographics will help a church plan appropriately for changes in all age groups within 
the community. 

There are a number of instruments available for churches to use in order to review 
the demographics within a community. The United States Census Bureau is available on 
the Internet. It will provide the information in a verity of formats. Percept Data is another 
instrument that provides similar information. Similar information is available through 
county offices, city planners, etc. 

Location 

The most important aspect of any business plan following the community survey 

and the demographic review is simply known as location, location, location. This is also 


true for local church. It is important to locate the church facility in an area where people 
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are mostly to frequent with easy access. Revitalizing congregations need to realistically 
review the location of their church facility to determine how accessible their church is to 
strangers. 

Many United Methodist Church buildings are located within communities and not 
on the main thoroughfare. Historically, churches were located within communities 
because the emphasis of the church was to a specific community. Congregants were 
expected to walk to the church. More and more people no longer live in the community 
within which they worship. People drive miles from their home to attend a church of their 
desire. This is why signage is important to church growth. People need to be able to find 
the church and find a reasonable place to park their car. In church revitalization, signage 


and off street parking become another important item to discuss. 


Finding Your Niche 

What makes your church different from all the others congregations and what 
could you bring to the community that the others are not offering? This is one of the 
major key questions to be answered in helping a congregation find its niche. 

The niche that is referred to is what’s special about your church. Beyond the 
normal activities that occur in the average church, what have you identified that raises 
this congregation a step above other churches in your community. During the survey of 
the community, the revitalization team in this project discovered some of the needs of the 


community. The task of the revitalization team is to consider the information they 


S/ 


received in the survey for the community residents and the information gathered in the 
survey of ministries of the other churches within the community. 

The task of the revitalization team is to determine how to effectively provide for 
the needs of the community. No one church can respond to all the needs of a community, 
but it is important that the church respond to one or two of the needs. It is also important 
that the church put its best effort into whatever mission the church decides to challenge. 
Many community members will judge the church based upon their contact with the 
church. Therefore, it behooves a congregation to carefully select their niche after a time 


of realistic decision making. 
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The Visionary Leader 

Congregational movement toward a church turnaround begins with an idea 
developed within a small group of people. The idea of a church turnaround can bring life 
to a declining congregation and transformation within the lives of the membership. It is 
important that if the idea of a turnaround or any sought of directional change in the life of 
the church, though it might be birth within this small group, should always be shared with 
the pastor. Pastors who embrace such exciting concepts can provide the necessary 
leadership to accomplish this goal. It is important for the pastor to embrace this 
movement and craft a vision that will be shared with the congregation. It does not matter 
where the idea originate, either with the pastor or the small group; both the laity and 
pastor must work together toward one goal for it to succeed. 

The idea of a church turnaround might be a vision that God pours within the spirit 
of the pastor. It is important that the congregation share in this transformation. Pastors are 
not able to turn around a church by themselves. Pastors, as leader of the congregation, 
must always involve the laity in each step of the transformation; in essence, the pastor is 
the keeper of the vision. Paul Nixon of the Epic Center Church in Washington D. C. said 
that God gives God’s vision to one person and that person is the pastor. God uses the 
pastor to “lure, tug, or push some of us into a deeper life of prayer, a clearer sense of 
calling, and a more energetic level of spiritual leadership.”"4 
It is important that one person contain the vision of congregational 


transformation. The vision is a shared vision as the pastor leads the congregation toward 


* Dick Wills, Waking To God’s Dream, (Tennessee: Abingdon Press 1999) 13. 


he, 


revitalization. The bible says, “Where there is no vision the people parish.”'° The 
truthfulness of this versus can be seen in the many autopsies of congregations who started 
with a sincere desire to do God’s will but did not take the time to fully understand and 
develop the vision for the congregation. 

Pastors across the years have shared their vision of ministry and mission for their 
congregations. The vision was embraced by the leadership of the congregation, but as 
time passed they often lost the direction of the vision. It became the pastor’s 
responsibility to keep the vision alive and fresh in the minds of the congregation. 

Congregants are more involved in their personal lives, as they should, than 
thinking about the future of the church. They do not live with the vision every day like 
the pastors who realizes that if the vision faltered, the ministry may come to an end. 
Pastors take on the burden to tell the vision over and over again. This act of retelling the 
story disturbs many pastoral leaders who ask the question, why can’t the membership 
remember the vision of the church. It might be written or spoken weekly, but still, the 
congregation seems not be able to retain the churches’ vision. Gil Rendle, of the Ruben 
Job Center, said in response to this question that “vision leaks.” People are earnestly 
concerned and engaged in the vision, but they do not see the whole picture for the 
congregation, therefore, they will forget portions of the vision. While the pastor is the 
holder of the vision, the shared vision must be constantly reinforced among the 


congregation. 


* Prov. 29:18 (NRSV). 
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Paul Nixon said that the pastor not only receives the vision as the leader but also 
shares the vision with the church leaders. Nixon states that the pastor is not simply an 
ordained person who is appointed to serve a congregation but God gifted some of people 
whom God called to serve the church as apostolic leader. An apostolic pastor will not 
serve a dying church. Apostolic pastor live in the presence of God. These pastors have a 
passion to make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world. The work of 
every pastor in leading the congregation is to serve the church but God gave a special 
vision and passion to some pastors to grow the church. 

Jim Griffith, one of the most knowledgeable person on the subject of new church 
development, identified ten qualifications'® that would distinguish an apostolic leader. 
Apostolic leaders have: 


e Aclear personal experience (often over time) of the Risen Christ 
that has become the foundation for everything else one does in life. 


® Attraction toward friends and relationships on the edge of 
conventional church circles and often far beyond. 


e Aclear, and often amazingly simple, sense of mission. 


e The passionate conviction that we offer something that will renew 
human lives and communities. 


e The belief that God sent us to this particular place in this particular 
moment. 


e A keen awareness of the ways that organized religion has stopped 


short of living out the Christian good news faithfully and/or 
effectively. 


6 baul Nixon, | Refuse to Lead a Dying Church, (Ohio: Pilgrim Press, 2006) 23. 
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e A determination to clear some new territory — to such the church to 
new places and to new people. 


e Boredom with unchanging routine and maintenance tasks. 

e Energy discovered in short-term challenges and sprints rather than 
marathons. 

e The capacity to communicate our spiritual experience and vision 


winsomely to others, so that they are persuaded to jump aboard the 
bandwagon. 


These qualifications form the foundation of all creative pastors, whether they are 
a new church start pastor or someone seeking to revitalize an existing congregation. The 
work of revitalization is difficult and requires extraordinary commitment of the pastor as 
the keeper of the vision. 

Pastors can be classified into two categories; the first is that of being a 
maintenance pastor. A maintenance pastor is very experienced in maintaining a 
congregation. These clergy leaders know the work of the church well. Unlike the 
apostolic leader, when they are appointed to lead a new congregation, their first effort is 
to get to know the congregation without a vision of taking the congregation to higher 
heights. They continue the congregational vision that was established many years ago 
without opening themselves up to the discerning leadership of God. It is easy to continue 
a congregation without challenging them to stretch or envision God moving them in a 
new direction, because the people are very comfortable with the way things are already 
going. 

The church is one of the most difficult institutions to experience change. The 
congregants hold on to the comfort of their predecessor congregation. It is almost as if 


there is a feeling that they are betraying the dreams of their parents and or the dreams of 


the older membership. Sometime congregants hold onto past worship experiences and 
relationships without determining why the old feels comfortable. Life changes within 


every section of society except the church. 
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Some pastors do not want to struggle against the DNA of a long standing 
congregation to help it envision life among their current community. They are aware 
of the change in the community and might sense the need for the church to revision 
its ministry, but lack the ability to encourage the congregation to change. Some clergy 
have been critically injured by stiff necked congregations who fight the pastor 
because of an attempt to encourage the congregation to respond to the changing needs 
of the community. Some of these people are mean spirited people who injure the 
church, community and clergy through their sense of Christian love. They feel it is 
their obligation to keep the church the way it has always been. They will talk about 
the “good old days” as if they were really good. The unfortunate thing is that they 
never lived in the good old days; therefore they do not know anything about the good 
old days. It is possible that if they had lived in those good old days, they would 
probably realize that the good old days were not that good. In essence, they are afraid 
of what the unknown of the future therefore it is more comfortable to remain with the 
classic surroundings of the old. 

The church is blessed with those pastors who live in the second category 
known as the apostolic leaders. They experience the same issues of the maintenance 
pastors, but something in them makes them willing to be bruised on the cross of the 


church in a effort to lead the church forward. There pain is like the pain of the 
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wounded Jesus. These pastors are willing to commit their entire relationship with God 
and family as a price to pay in order to the grow God’s Church. They make the 
ultimate sacrifice to move the congregation from its comfort zone in an effort to help 
them revision their mission and become relevant to an ever changing community. 

As indicated earlier, the apostolic pastor is the keeper of the vision for an ever 
changing congregation and community. The apostolic pastor is keenly aware of the 
importance for the pastor to not only serve the local church, but also the need for the 
pastor to pastor the community where the church exists. Apostolic pastors participate 
in community events such as, chaplain for the city council, the Rotary Club, Kiwanis, 
and community organizations, etc. The community pastor should have a good 
relationship with the city official relating to the community around the church. All of 
these relationships and involvements will keep the pastor informed about changes 
affecting the community which might ultimately impact the church. These 
relationships could also become opportunities for evangelism. 

The goal of most pastors is to make sure that the congregation loves them. 
Often this leadership focus is established because it is hard to move a congregation 
forward, if the pastor cannot establish a good working relationship with the 
membership. Hopefully a pastor can use these relationships to accomplish his or her 
vision for the church. Some pastors will do everything in their power to make sure 
that they are loved by the congregation and particularly the informal leaders. 

Informal leaders can be defined as: former leaders or founders of the church 


who, though not elected, influence the direction of the churches’ ministry and growth 
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through relationships with the elected leaders. It is usually this group of people who 
hold the church hostage to the past. They no longer acknowledge the original vision 
of the church. The church grew under their leadership and reached a point where the 
founders and leaders now feel a sense of accomplishment on all that they have done. 
For them, the church cannot grow any further. The expectation of the informal leaders 
is that new membership to the congregation and the changing community around the 
church will adapt to their stagnated view of the future. Apostolic pastors who were 
unfortunately appointed to serve these congregations found ministry development 
painful and impossible or the adapted to the congregation and experienced stagnation 
of their call into ministry, or the left the ministry to pursue a vocation in another field. 
If a church really anticipates revitalization and change in its DNA, then the 
pastor must take a risk in losing the love of some members in the congregations. It is 
more important for the congregants to respect the pastor for their creative leadership 
than to deny the vision for the church that God has given the pastor. Apostolic pastors 
must accept the fact that the congregation will not always love them. These pastors 
understand that it is more important to lead the congregation through the direction of 
God than listening to a chosen few who hold the church hostage to the past. The 
apostolic pastor desires strives to establish relationships within the congregation that 
are built upon respect and mutual service to the church. It is impossible for an 
individual to move the church, but with cooperation and respect among all parties the 
church can move forward as a vibrant organization in the community. When the 


apostolic pastor and the congregational leadership join together to vision the future, 


God will bless their work and allow them to move forward. This cooperation will 
help the leadership review its plan for growth and make changes to the plan as the 


congregation moves forward. 
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Five Practices of a Fruitful Congregation 
Robert Schnase said that there are five practices of a fruitful congregation. The practices 
or qualities identified by Schnase are: Radical Hospitality, Passionate Worship, 
Intentional Faith Development, Risk-Taking Mission and Service and Extravagant 
Generosity. He said that people are searching for a church shaped and sustained by these 
qualities.’” 

Most congregations, when asked if their church is friendly, will respond that their 
church is very friendly. They will go further to state that their church is like a family. 
Unfortunately, many of these congregations miss the mark of being a friendly 
congregation. They determine their friendship based upon the visitation of friends and 
family members but not from the perspective of a stranger. Many strangers find 
themselves sitting in a sanctuary hoping to be greeted by congregant but all too often they 
will leave that worship without one church member speaking to them, other than the 
usher or greeter. 

Robert Schnase seeks to lead congregations into a process of reviewing their 
current DNA as they move toward becoming a more gracious congregation. Schnase’ 
five qualities, when adopted by a revitalizing congregation, can result in a change in its 
DNA and help the congregation understand what it really means to be a friendly 
congregation. 

The chailenge of Schnase is to push congregations beyond how they see 


themselves to view the church from the point of view of a stranger. Many congregations 


” Robert Schnase, Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations, (Tennessee: Abingdon Press, 2007). 
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will say that they are hospitable, but Schnase pushes the church to the realm of 
extraordinary awareness of the local church. 

Radical Hospitality is more than greeter and passing out the Sunday worship 
bulletin. It challenges the leadership of the church to use as visitor’s vision are they enter 
the church. The leadership should ask themselves: “what do you see, smell and hear” as 
you enter the church. “What do you notice that is welcoming and inviting and helpful, 
and what do you find confusing or uninviting or forbidding.” Schnase said, “Imagine 
moving through the building from the point of view of a child, a teenager, a mother with 
a baby, and a person with a disability.”!* The leadership team should answer the question 
as to whether a visitor can move around the church easily or find the main entrance into 
the church. The regular worshipper may know the church well but visitors do not. 

The practice of Passionate Worship should be one that allows the worshipper an 
experience that touches the spiritual nature of the worshipper. Many congregations 
struggle with the flow of worship. It might appear to the visitor that components of 
worship experience do not fit together or the worship is ill planned. Is there something for 
everyone in the worship experience? Worship is the main event in the life of the church 
and the lives of the congregation. Every effort should be made to make this experience as 
vibrant as possible. 

The task of every church is to create mature Christians. If a church is to grow, it is 
imperative that the church help the membership to develop their faith. Therefore, Schnase 


emphasized the importance of Intentional Faith Development. It is through a mature 


8 Ibid., 32. 
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Christian that discipleship is grown. A revitalized congregation should establish 
opportunities through the church life where the membership can encounter an opportunity 
for faith development. This can be done through small group development, church school 
classes, short-term bible study groups, or short-term topical studies. 

The church exists in a society of people whose lives are impacted by 
governmental official, social pressures, and natural environmental situations. The church 
as a caring organization must be taught to give and be in mission with those who are the 
edge of life or struggling because of life’s situation. Jesus said, “The poor you will 
always have with you.”!” This statement is an encouragement to the church to remember 
that there are those who are less fortunate within the community who need the ministry of 
the church. In this inference, the community is beyond the local community, but also 
includes the world at large. Therefore, the practice of Risk-Taking Mission and Service 
encourages the congregation to think beyond the walls of the church to be engaged in 
mission around the world. 

God blessed the world with the presence of God’s son, Jesus. God’s extravagant 
gift to the church was God’s only son. Schnase challenged congregations to examine their 
giving habits. So many congregations are inward focused. They only consider the 
financial resources needed to maintain their current operation. Schnase ask congregations 
to consider the joy of giving to others while allowing God to bless congregations based 


upon their giving. 


Mk 14:7 (NRSV). 
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Discipleship System 

Another key aspect to church revitalization is the establishment of a discipleship 
system. Every congregation needs a process of evangelization to ensure the growth of the 
church. The mission of The United Methodist Church is to make disciples of Jesus Christ 
for the transformation of the world.”° The great commission of the church as recorded in 
the Gospel of Matthew is “to go and make discipleships of all nations, baptizing them in 
the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey 
everything that I have commanded you.””! 

Many discipleship systems are used across the church to develop membership into 
mature Christians. Craig Miller said that “The discipleship system includes everything 
you do to help people connect with God and grow in their faith in Jesus Christ.”” Miller 
describes three components that make up the discipleship system; the discipleship 
process, the niche and the affection.” A discipleship system should have three goals: 1) 
to share essentials of the Christian belief, 2) provide opportunities for members to grow 
in their faith, and 3) provide a process of growth for new members over the first three 
years of their membership. 


Miller offered an example of one model of discipleship to be experienced over a 


period of time. He suggested four sessions, Christianity 101, 201, 301 and 401. 


?° The Book of Discipline of The United Methodist Church, “Episcopal Greetings,” (Tennessee: The 
United Methodist Publishing House, 2008) 10. 


I Mjatt. 28:19 (NRSV). 


os Craig Miller, 7 Myths of The United Methodist Church, (Tennessee: Discipleship Resources, 
2008) 187. 


3 Ibid. 
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“Christianity 101 would focus on introducing learners to basic Christian beliefs. The 
more advanced members move into Christianity 201 which deals with prayer and 
spiritual development. Christianity 301 would guide participants in discovering their 
spiritual gifts and Christianity 401 will focus on helping people discover the particular 
ministry to which God is calling them.” This concept is known as the Seminar-Based 
strategy toward discipleship. 

Another process is the Experience-Based strategy. This strategy is designed in 
four stages likes the Seminary-Based process. The four stages are: 1) Silent Prayer 
Retreats, 2) Short-Term mission projects, 3) Forty-day Bible Study, and 4) Family 
Retreat. The sharing of these experiences will help form the spiritual base needed as a 
part of the discipleship system.”° 

Dan Glover & Claudia Lavy present a similar discipleship system as Craig Miller 
in their text, Deeping Your Effectiveness, Restructuring the Local Church for Life 
Transformation. Glover and Lavy present the four stages as invitation discipleship, 
instructional discipleship, relational discipleship and servant discipleship.”° Members are 
expected to move through all four stages of discipleship. This process is designed to help 
members move beyond the barriers which prevent them from growing in their spiritual 


relationships. 


a” Craig Kenneth Miller, Next Church.No: Creating New Faith Communities (Tennessee: 
Discipleship Resources, 2003) 108. 


ie Craig Kenneth Miller, Next Church.Now, “instructional Video,” DVD (Tennessee: Discipleship 
Resources, 2003). 


76 Dan Glover and Claudia Lavy, Deepening Your Effectiveness: Restructuring the Local Church for 
Life Transformation, (Tennessee: Discipleship Resources, 2006) 101. 
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Stewardship System 

The most significant text written in recent years about stewardship systems is Clif 
Christopher’s book entitled, /t’s not your Parent’s Offering Plate.’ Christopher examines 
the not-for-profit giving base in the public sector and compares his results with the 
church. Christopher found that while not-for-profits in the secular sector have discovered 
the way to get people to give to their organization, the church has not. It is as if the 
church expects people to give a tithe to the church without recognizing that the giving 
habits of people have changed and continue to change. 

There was a time when the church received a tithe, ten percent of member 
salaries, from the majority of its membership. This is no longer true. Christopher’s 
research indicates that this pattern changed over the past few decades. People still give 
ten percent of their salary to not-for-profit organization, but not to the church. People 
may give only two percent to the church while giving eight or more percent to other not- 
for-profits organization. The amount of giving to the church continues to decrease. 

People give to a cause. Therefore, they will gladly give to a program that helps 
children or those on the margin of life, those in need, etc. Givers feel like that are really 
helping an individual or a family in their giving if they believe that their money will 
impact these lives. They will not give to pay the utility bill, pastor’s salary, etc. They 
need a cause to give to. 

Christopher said that if a church really wants to engage the market of giving, then 


the church should talk about how monies that have been received have help an individual 


a Christopher, J. Clif, Not your Parents’ Offering Plate, A New Vision for Financial Stewardship, 
(Tennessee: Abingdon Press, 2008). 
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or community. The church should ask for funds based upon the story of how they have 
impacted the community and directly related to an individual or event. The more people 
know about the ministry and outreach of a church, the more they will give. 

Stewardship is another key part of the discipleship system for the church. When 
people join the church they are open to the expectations of that church. It is the 
responsibility of the church leadership to teach and preach about stewardship and the 
importance of honoring God through the act of giving. 

All too often the pastors do not want to have anything to do with stewardship 
efforts in the church. It is imperative that pastors not only get involved but lead the giving 
in the church. Congregations will follow their pastor’s lead when it comes to giving. 

Christopher said another reason why people do not give to the church is because 
the church lost its ability to say thank you. Most churches simply receive the offering but 
seldom say anything to the significant givers in a form of a thank you. Secular 
organizations have no problems saying thank you for donations received and then talking 
about their plans for the future with a pitch for a new project. The church normally will 
send out a blanket letter to the congregation asking for funds but they do not 
acknowledge gifts they have ready received. Some congregation put forth an effort by 
sending out quarterly financial giving statements to their contributors. Normally the thank 
you letter included in these statements is identical for every person receiving it. 

Christopher suggests that a thank you letter for donations or a letter requesting 
funds should be different for individuals according to their donation range. He suggests 


that is it insulting to send the same form letter to your top giver as it is to your smallest 
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giver. The church should honor those who giving a greater amount to the church because 
of their blessings. When asking for special donations, these are the people you want to 
focus upon, because they give above and beyond the tithe. Letters to the lesser givers 
should include statements that would encourage them to increase their giving for various 
reasons which were developed by the stewardship and mission departments. 

As an accountant and experienced church person, this is the first approach to 
stewardship in the church which appears that it will create financial security within the 
church. Any church revitalization effort must have a discipleship system and a 
stewardship system. This approach by Clif Christopher, comparing the success of public 
not-for-profits with the struggle of churches, is an eye opening strategy for the church. 
The church is comfortable in its current position when it comes to fund raising and 
donations, but if it continues on this life-long path of expecting people to give because it 
is the church, it will find itself in bankruptcy. People no longer give to the church simply 


because it is the church. People need a reason to give and to feel good about their giving. 
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Communication Techniques 

It could be said that the life vein of the church is communication. Everything that 
the church does is based upon its ability to communicate to its membership, its 
community and to the world at large. Jesus told the disciples in the great commission that 
they were to go and make disciples and “teaching them to obey everything that I have 
commanded you.””* The main goal of the church is to communicate the gospel of Jesus 
Christ to the world. Most congregations are well aware of the process of communicating 
through the act of preaching. Unfortunately, many established congregations do not go 
beyond the act of preaching. The cost of communicating beyond the local church is 
usually more expensive than the average congregation can afford. These would be the 
cost to broadcast on public television or across the internet. The consideration of 
broadcasting fifty-two worship services a year across the air waves would stop any 
modest congregation from expanding their worship beyond their sanctuary. 

Inexpensive public communication opportunities have been developed over the 
past few years that now make it more available for churches to broadcast their morning 
worship. Congregations can avail themselves to YouTube, Face Book, Twitter, and 
MySpace. Many people search these internet sites each day seeking all kinds of 
information from the public and organizations such as churches. 

Public Media 
Many communities offer a section in their weekend newspaper publication for 


churches to advertise weekly and Sunday events. Some newspapers offer this as a free 
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service and/or at a modest cost. This provides a wonderful opportunity to keep the 
membership and community informed about church events. 

In addition to the print media, some radio stations offer public service 
announcements. This is an opportunity for local congregations to inform the public about 
special events beyond the worship experience. This media is good for advertisement 
while using the print media for information about the worship events. 

Electronic Media 

Youth, young adults and many technologically informed seniors are using the 
social networking of electronic media. YouTube, Face Book, Twitter, and Myspace are 
all considered social networking. People are able to communicate with each other without 
using a telephone. Many church leaders are using these forms of communication to keep 
their congregations informed about the life of the church. This form of social networking 
is perfect for small group communications as the church connects all the groups of the 
ministry and mission of the church. 

The Worship Bulletin as a Communication Tool 

One of the most under used communication tool is the Sunday worship bulletin. 
The challenge of church leaders is to determine the purpose of the worship bulletin. 
Naturally, one would say that the Sunday bulletin contains the order of worship. That is 
true, but it also contains much more and can be used as a tool of evangelism. 

The more technologically advanced congregations are not printing the order of worship in 


paper form. They are broadcasting the order of worship using projection equipment for 
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the congregation to see it. Many senior citizens like the order of worship projected 
because it is easy to see and read. 

Church leaders must decide whether the bulletin is for church members or the 
public. Beyond the order of worship, why should a church distribute a bulletin? Most 
church leaders use the bulletin for public announcement, which will not attack new 
members. The bulletin format should move from publicity announcements to a Marketing 
format.”’ The primary target of the church bulletin is the community. This makes a huge 
difference as to what your bulletin should look like. Your Sunday bulletin is another tool 
to reach out to the members. Church bulletins are often shared among family members 


and friends who might not have a relationship with another church. 


7 Dotson, Junius, “Lecture on Church Development,” (Lecture, Faith United Methodist Church, 
Dolton, IL. May 29, 2010). 


The author presented a number of models and concepts with this chapter. There 


are several models presented earlier in this document that will be used to establish a 
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model using Faith United Methodist Church in Dolton, Illinois. The following steps and 


models will be used to execute this project. 


1) 


2) 


3) 


4) 


5) 


The district superintendent will identify a person 
who will serve as the co-pastor coach for Faith 
church to work along with the current pastor. The 
Co-Pastor will be a person well acquainted with the 
process of church development and revitalization. 


Faith church pastor will identify a group of people 
who will serve as the planning team for the 
revitalization. This team will consist of the current 
leadership of the church. In order to maintain a 
consistency of leadership during this revitalization 
process, the district superintendent agrees not to 
replace the leadership team until the church is 
revitalized and moving forward. 


The discipleship system that will be used in this 
project is the seminar-based process. The structure 
of discipleship developed will begin with the 
current congregation along with people who join 
during this revitalization period. The congregations 
will begin with Christianity 101 and move 
throughout the process to Christianity 401 which 
leaders to sharing your faith and inviting people to 
the church. 


A stewardship system will be developed using the 
techniques designed by Clif Christopher. The 
approach to stewardship and fund raising will be 
based upon stories of success church ministry 
completed because of donations to the church. 


The church will upgrade its worship event through 
an improvement of the church music and 
technology in the worship space. 


CHAPTER THREE 


HISTORICAL FOUNDATION 
Faith United Methodist Church: Dolton, [linois 


“A church is any number of souls, called and united in one vow, in one place, and 
the sacraments duly administered, and godly living, after his law, as given by the head of 
the church, the Lord Jesus Christ.”' The gospel writers indicate that while Jesus lived, 
people gathered to see him and listen to his teachings. Many of the listeners shared what 
they heard and learned from Jesus. Their lives were changed because of what they heard. 
People grew in their spiritual nature and understanding of Jesus. Though history gives us 
only a glimpse of the spiritual growth upon the people, it does indicate that the influence 
of Jesus upon society threatened the Rome Empire. 

Historians offer a number of reasons as to the destruction of the city and library at 
Alexandria. Some speculate that this destruction occurred because of political issues 
between Pompey and Caesar. Others speculate that the city burned because of religious 
conflicts between Jews and Christians. Yet, others speculate that it was Caesar’s attempt 
to destroy the early movement of Christianity. Most historians agree that it was Julius 
Caesar, Emperor of Rome, who accidently destroyed the great library of Alexandria and 
half of Alexandria. James C. Anyike in Historical Christianity African Centered, shares 
information about Christianity in Alexandria and Africans who embraced the Christian 


movement. 


' Dr. William Smith, Smith’s Bible Dictionary, Revised Edition, “Church,” (Philadelphia: A.J. 
Holman Company). 
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Some Christian historians believe that this was Caesar’s sti igi to eradicate the 
Christians who worshiped in the secret catacombs under the City of Rome. It is believed 
that during the Alexandrian war, Caesar had a fire started in the area where Christians 
lived and gather.” The fire destroyed most of Rome and the Alexandrian Library. The 
epistle writer Paul would later write of his desire to go to Rome to help the Christians. 

Luke’s second book, Acts, is the history of the church following the crucifixion 
and resurrection of Jesus. The disciples were directed by the risen Christ to meet him in 
Jerusalem. Jesus instructed the disciples in Jerusalem for forty days after his death. They 
were instructed not to leave Jerusalem until they received the gift of God, the Holy Spirit. 
He said they would receive power when the Holy Spirit comes. Through the inspiration 
of the Holy Spirit, the disciples would become witnesses in all Judea and Samaria, unto 
the ends of the earth.? 

The formal start of the church began with 120 people who were in the room when 
Peter preached.* The leaders of the church were empowered by the Holy Spirit and 
witnessed the Holiness of God. These new disciples developed a sense of Holy Boldness 
that allowed them to proclaim the divinity of Jesus and share his teachings in the midst of 
great pain and upon the threat of death. 

Peter continued the process of calling special people into the leadership of the 
church. One hundred twenty people gathered with the disciples and Peter talked with 


them about Jesus and his betrayal of Jesus. Peter called for two people to join the 


? Preston Chesser. eHistory at OSU, “The Burning of the Library of Alexandria” 
http://www.echistory.osu.edu/archieve/Article View.cfm?AID=9 (assessed Jun 15, 2010). 
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recognized disciples. He wanted one to replace Judas, who had betrayed Jesus, and 
another to add to the remaining disciples. Justus and Matthias were selected to become a 
part of the sacred leadership of the church. This tradition of pastoral selection continues 
with the bishop as the head of the church. Other denominations also grant this authority 
to designated leaders such as the pastor of a congregation in an independent religious 
order. 

The outpouring of the Holy Spirit upon the disciples was visualized as flaming 
tongues of fire appearing upon the receiver.° Travelers from across the known world 
traveled to Jerusalem to observe their religious tradition. Jerusalem is known as the 
religious center for many of the world’s religions. Jerusalem was filled with travelers 
because it was the time of religious celebrations. 

Crowds witnessed the outpouring of the Holy Spirit and were amazed. Some 
accused the disciples of being drunk early in the morning. Peter stood up before the 
crowd and rebuked their assumption. He proceeded to preach Jesus crucified and 
resurrected. “Peter said to them, ‘repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of 
Jesus Christ so that your sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the gift of the Holy 
Spirit. So those who welcomed his message were baptized, and that day about three 
thousand persons were added.” 

The church was now established with approximately 3,120 people. These new 
Jewish Christians spoke the saving message of Jesus in languages that they did not know. 


They spoke in Parthians, Medes, Elamites, Mesopotamia, Judea, Cappadocia, Pontus, 


5 Acts 2:3 (NRVS). 
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Asia, Phrygia, Pamphylia, payne Libya, Cyrene, Rome, Cretans and Arabs so that as 
many people as possible would hear about Jesus. These new converts carried the 
Christian message to their homeland. Churches were established in all these areas. 

The Book of Acts gives the story about the development of the church. Peter’s 
ministry is presented first, covering the first twelve chapters. Paul continued to develop 
the church after Peter’s imprisonment. The disciples continued witnessing and growing 
the church. They spoke boldly with the faith and power which the Holy Spirit had given 
them. 

Some of the leaders of this new church were concerned about the work of the 
disciples. They thought that the disciples should spend more time in prayer and 
witnessing and not providing for the care and needs of widows and orphans. The church 
reached a point where it was necessary to determine its mission and recognize the 
significant ministry of pastoral leadership. This was the first indication of shared pastoral 
leadership in the area of mission. 

The first separation of duties between spiritual leadership and mission among the 
Christian fellowship was established in the book of Acts. People in the fellowship 
thought that the disciples should provide more care for the widows and orphans who were 
neglected. Peter said that the disciples should concentrate upon prayer and study of the 
scripture and not waiting on the widows and orphans. He suggested that a mission group 
be established to care for those in need.’ A small group of seven men were selected to 
provide for the missionary care of the fellowship while the spiritual leaders continued in 


prayer and study of the word. This committee could have been the first church council or 


7 Acts 6:1-2a (NRSV). 


82 


administrative board. The church was composed of people who lived a communal life 
style which were small cell units full of the grace of God. 

The influence of the church grew as people shared their personal witness to the 
power of the Holy Spirit within their lives. They converted many and the church 
expanded even further. Some people were martyred because of their belief and other like 
Saul, also known as Paul, were converted. The church experienced many assaults from 
the governing officials which caused some believers to leave and return to their former 
religion. Some believers remained in the church but also adhered to governmental rules 
as it relates to the church. This created many problems for the church as the rulers of the 
nation changed. 

The influence of Jesus upon humanity did not stop with his crucifixion. The 
growth of the church resisted political assaults, poor leadership, or members who refused 
to remain faithful to the church. The church has been and continues to be a significant 
influence in the lives of people and their communities. The church is the connecting point 
for the believer between the divine and the world. People were added to the fellowship of 
the church daily. The fellowship of all believers is what sustained the church and its 
membership. 

Churches are located in many communities across the world. Very often when a 
new city or community is established, the first three buildings constructed are a store, a 
school and a church. The influence of the church impacts all ethnic groups. The church is 
very important to African-American people. It sustained the slaves for two hundred years. 
African-Americans look toward the church to sustain them during troubled times within 


communities, while they encountered city politics or even national politics. The church 
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provided needed encouragement for African Americans who thought about giving up 
during their troubled moments. It supported individuals in spite of racism and other social 
barriers. 

Unfortunately, the Christian church struggled with the acceptance of African- 
Americans within the fellowship. The Emancipation Proclamation, signed by President 
Abraham Lincoln on September 22, 1862, freed the slaves but it did not end racism in 
society. It is still commonly known that the most segregated hour in the United States of 
America is 11:00 A.M. on Sunday morning. People of similar ethnic persuasion primarily 
worship with people of the same ethnic group. 

The church in Acts disclosed this same desire. Luke list the names of each nation 
represented in Jerusalem when the church started. There was some commonality of 
language between the nations but there were those who spoke a foreign language in 
Jerusalem who also heard the gospel. People worship with those who spoke the same 
language or live in a region near each other. Those who spoke several languages usually 
worship with those of their original language. People also worship in similar 
congregations because of their cultural affinities. 

The struggle of the modern church is to determine how to transform a racially 
separated church into a more diverse worshiping congregation based upon the 
commonality of Christian belief. In order for the church to become more diverse, it must 
experience a transitional phase. David Gibbons in, The Monkey and The Fish, Liquid 
Leadership for a Third-Culture Church argues the importance of the church embracing a 
diverse worship experience. Gibbons said that the church is missing many of God’s 


people because we have not ministered to the people on the margins of life. Historically 
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the transitional phase of the church can be sieniiied as White Flight within the 
congregation and or the community. This phenomena occurs when European American 
refuse to worship with or live among those of a different ethnic group in the same 
community, particularly African-Americans. 

Many African American congregations purchased formerly European American 
church buildings which were sold when the community experienced white flight. Some 
European American churches integrated with African Americans who assumed the 
financial obligation of the church when the European American members moved out of 
the community and left the church. 

Peter sought to equalize the financial situation among Christians who were a part 
of the fellowship. Peter moved the people to communal living and they combined all their 
financial resources so that no one struggled. Members of the church were equally care for 
by the Christian community. Ethnic people have struggled with low salaries to care for 
their families. When African Americans take possession of formerly European American 
church buildings they struggle to raise the additional funds needed to maintain the 
property. 

European Americans receive a higher income than African-Americans and other 
ethnic groups who receive a much lower salary. The Church of Asia Minor combined 
their income to assure the financial success of the church. This form of communal living 
and sharing continued in the early church. 

Racial transition within a community will result in significant changes in the life 
of residents in the community. The ethnic transition of a church, when integration occurs, 


signals the beginning of a financial struggle within the congregation as African 
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Americans try to maintain large church facilities with less income coming into the 
church. It also signals a decrease in city services to the community as governmental 
agencies reduce funding to African American communities. 

The decrease in city services is similar to that which is seen in the book of Acts. 
The church was assaulted in many different ways. Members had to be careful with their 
places of worship. Worship leaders were often accused of treason and put to death or 
incarnated. Some were not allow too operate their businesses which affected the 
churches’ resources. 

The desire of The United Methodist Church is to establish strong diverse 
congregations. The new church start initiative of The United Methodist Church is very 
intentional in its efforts to establish congregations that will not experience the form of 
transition that the historical church has seen in the past. The desire of the denomination is 
to rethink church and approach the nature of church in a different direction. 

This project will focus its analysis of Faith United Methodist Church located in 
the City of Dolton, Illinois. The city of Dolton is one of the southern suburbs of Chicago. 
Faith United Methodist Church of Dolton, Illinois is a merged congregation. Faith 
Church is a merger of Sand Ridge Methodist Church, Dolton Methodist Church and the 
Grace Evangelical United Brethren Church. This three-way merger was completed on 
May 17, 1970. (The Evangelical United Brethren Church is formerly the German 
speaking branch of the Methodist Church. The Methodist Church and the Evangelical 
United Brethren Church merged in 1968 and became what is now known as The United 
Methodist Church.) The church is located approximately eighteen miles south of 


metropolitan Chicago area. 
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The Sandridge Methodist Episcopal Church was organized in 1849 as a German 
speaking Methodist Episcopal Church. Little is known about the nature of the people who 
organized the church. The church worshiped in homes and a school for a number of 
years. The first church building was dedicated on September 20, 1862. A permanent 
church building was constructed and dedicated in 1904. 

The Dolton Methodist Episcopal Church was an English speaking Methodist 
congregation. The Dolton church was established in 1835. This congregation also 
worshiped in homes and schools until several members secured property and built a 
building in 1873 on the current site of the Faith United Methodist Church. Several 
building additions were added to the sanctuary building in 1952 and 1959. 

The third member of the merger was Grace Evangelical United Bretheran Church. 
This congregation was organized in 1904 and chartered in 1905. The church was located 
on the south side of Chicago in an area that transitioned into an African American 
community. In 1961 the leaders of the church decided to move the church into a south 
suburban school located in South Holland. This movement was commonly known as 
white flight, which occurs in many communities in the Chicago area as African 
Americans began to move into area formerly dominated by European Americans. 

The Methodist Church and the Evangelical United Bretheran Churches merged on 
April 23, 1968 and became The United Methodist Church. Church leaders of Sandridge, 
Dolton, and Grace began a conversation of merger into one church following a call from 
the denomination that United Methodist and Evangelical United Bretheran congregations 
merge into one congregation. These three congregations merged on May 17, 1970 and 


decided that the name of the new church would be Faith United Methodist Church. 
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The new church, Faith United Methodist Church deanna its ministry. The 
merged congregation was strong and provided many opportunities for ministry within the 
Dolton community. The dream of significant church growth within this new congregation 
was soon lost as the mission field changed. African Americans moved into the Dolton 
community and white flight began again. The European American members of the church 
moved further south while African-Americans moved into the community. A new 
sanctuary was added to the building just before the congregation decreased due to white 
flight. 

The first African American pastor was appointed to Faith United Methodist 
Church in 1989 and served for five years. The membership loss continued under his 
appointment while the church refused to evangelize African Americans within the 
community. The cabinet decided to appoint another European American in 1994 in an 
attempt to stop the loss of membership within the church. This appointment was made 
but it did not stop the loss of membership as the community quickly become primarily 
African American. She served the church for three years. 

African Americans sought out a church within the community to attend close to 
their home. Many of them selected Faith Church as their church home. The cabinet 
identified Faith church as an African American congregation when it became apparent 
that most of the European American members were no longer attending worship. The 
pulpit of Faith became solely African Americans. African Americans began serving the 
pulpit again in 1997 until today. The membership continued to decrease even under the 


leadership of the African-American pastors. 
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The membership of Faith Church in 1999 totaled 188 people.* The 1999 
membership of the church decreased to one hundred fifty nine by 2004. The 2004 
membership showed a loss of twenty-nine people. The average worship attendance in 
2004 was one hundred people. The 2004 ethnic demographics indicate that 85.5%" of 
Dolton population was African American. 

The church membership continued to decrease across the years. The integrated 
congregation did not develop a discipleship plan to evangelize a community that is 
predominately African American. Though Faith United Methodist Church is 
predominantly African-American, the African-American community around the church 
continued to believe that the church was predominately European American and not 
welcoming to its neighbors. 

Faith United Methodist Church of Dolton, Illinois experienced several transitions 
in its life which contributed to the significant decline in their membership. The decrease 
in membership can be attributed to three reasons: 1) a loss of focus on the ministry of the 
church and its connection to the community, 2) the economic and ethnic transition of the 
church and 3) the economic and ethnic transition of the community. 

These congregations began with a strong connection to the community. People 
who lived in the community organized them; therefore the church became a focal point of 
community life. The buildings were large and designed with a determination that almost 


every social activity within the community would originate within the church. Leadership 


* Global Ministries, Strategy Development Workbook, The District Book Chicago Southern 
District 2007, UMC Local Church Profile Dolton, Faith, 2007 (New York: Research Office of the General 
Board of Global Ministries). 


* Global Ministries, Strategy Development Workbook, The District Book Chicago Southern 
District 2007, Race and Hispanic Demographics by Zip Code in the Chicago Southern District (New York: 
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of these éonentnations was composed of people who had their hands on the pulse of the 
community. This leadership saw the church not only as a place of worship, but also a 
place where significant social and political changes originated. The church responded to 
social crisis that impacted the lives of its members and the surrounding community. The 
church leadership influenced their neighbors to engage in the political processes of the 
community, state and nation. The policy known as the separation of Church and State is 
often used as an excuse by church leaders to keep them from taking a more proactive 
stance in providing leadership toward critical social and political issues impacting their 
community. 

A congregation begins to decline whenever its ministry focuses shifts from an 
outward view to the community to an inward view of the church. When this occurs the 
church no longer identifies with the community and the community no longer identifies 
the church as relevant in its social life. When the zeal for mission is no longer the critical 
focus within the church, and the mission field is the community, then the community is 
impacted by this significant loss of social support. 

History will review that during The Great Depression and two World Wars the 
population built very large church facilities to honor God. These massive construction 
projects helped sustain the communities and family members within these communities 
and surrounding areas. Some families lost their financial foundations while other families 
who financially supported their families, went off to war. However, these families could 
always depend upon the church for assistance. 

Following The Great Depression and World War II, the influence of the church 


upon society and community began to change slowly. As the economy strengthened, the 


90 


federal government provided many of the social services that the church provided. 
Naturally, the church decreased its mission efforts because it was thought that the 
government could provide a better and more sustainable service to the population. 

When the church shifted its focus to foreign mission efforts, the surrounding 
communities were left with the thought that the church abandoned the community. 
Pastors had a personal relationship with their membership and were well acquainted with 
non-member community residents. The pastors were religious leaders to the entire 
community and not just the worship leader of a single congregation. Currently, Pastors 
normally stay in their church buildings. They no longer walked the communities getting 
to know the population. In essence, pastors no longer identified with the community 
because they are the chaplain to local church membership. 

Churches began to focus their missionary efforts toward foreign mission and no 
longer viewed their community as a mission field. When the church stops reaching out 
into the community and turns inward, the process of a long slow death begins. 
Congregational decline normally occurs through death of its members, members moving 
out of the community and those who chose to worship in other religious fellowships. 
People also leave the church because of poor pastoral leadership. Some church members 
remained home and refused to give because they did not like the current pastor. John the 
Revelator would say that these leaders have left their first love, the love of the church. 
The leadership of the church had left its first love. 

The village of Dolton was established in 1835 by George Dolton. He named the 
village in honor of his sons. The village of Dolton went through a number of transitions. 


The village experienced a number of ethnic changes as immigrants moved in and out of 
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Dolton. Dolton also experienced many changes in the industrial growth which also 
prompted some of the ethnic change in the city. i 

Dolton is located on the Calumet River therefore it was an ideal location for 
industrial development. The area was known for its German immigrants shortly after the 
city was established. The village was known for its distillery and lumber companies in 
the 1840’s. The railroads came into Dolton in the 1850’s along with Irish Catholics who 
worked with the railroad. The village of Dolton was also known for its hay and grain as 
agricultural products became the focus of the village with the onset of the railroad. Later 
the village was a main supplier of products to the city of Chicago. The farms raised 
potatoes, asparagus, eggplants, cabbage, lima beans, etc. and shipped them along the 
railroad lines. These products caused the village to be known for its packing and canning 
industries. 

In 1885, clay was discovered in the area and Dolton was known for the 
development of bricks. Along with this discovery, the nature of product from the area 
grew. Dolton was known for its furniture, cement, steel tanks, bakery equipment, 
chemicals, etc. An automobile transportation corridor to Dolton was constructed which 
improved access to the village via the Calumet Expressway currently known as the 
Bishop Ford expressway. Residents were able to travel the eighteen miles from 
downtown Chicago to the village of Dolton in a very short period of time. This 
expressway also afforded easy access to the village by African Americans who were 


quickly moving into the area. 


© The Encyclopedia of Chicago @ 2004 The NewBerry Library. “Dolton, IL,” 
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The village transition shiicaly as industry in the area improved and the need for 
more employees grew. Many residents of the village were financially sound because they 
were owners of large farms and industry. Most of the African Americans who moved into 
the area were employees of the many industrial plants in the village and were middle to 
lower income people. The economic level of the village dropped as plants closed and jobs 
moved out of the area. The average household income level in 2000 was $58,371 oy 

The Dolton community was primarily agricultural with many farms. The citizens 
of Dolton boasted of generations of family members living and working on the family 
farm. These farms provided the essential need for goods and produce to an ever growing 
urban city. These farming families began to decline during the period of industrialization. 
Younger family members were choosing to leave harsh farm work and move into urban 
cities to seek employment that pays more than can be earned on a farm and which 
required less physical labor. 

The movement from agricultural life style to urban cities impacted the church 
significantly. Congregations that once flourished with large families and many new births 
were declining because of the movement from agricultural life to urban centers. These 
aging congregations were left with large magnificent structures that become more and 
more difficult to maintain because of the economic and population shifts. 

Farmers were forced to focus more on their crops for their economic survival as 
their children moved to the urban centers and as their homegrown workforce decreased. 


These rural and country areas were not repopulated fast enough to stop the detrimental 


"| Interview, Ministry Area Profile 2009, Study Area Definition: Zip Code 60419, 1990-2000 
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effect which this loss of population had upon the church. As farm production decreased j 
so too did the economic foundation of the rural church. 

Following the world wars, the Korean conflict and the threat of the Cold War, the 
church became more and more comfortable simply engaging in worship and not 
remaining connected to the community and societal concerns. The community began to 
lose sight of the churches’ significance and its influence in their lives and society. People 
replaced worship attendance with more political and socially minded organizations. 
Churches transition from mission and community mindedness to self-care caused the 
church to decline in membership. 

We are not aware of the year when the first African-American joined the Faith 
church: Dolton. African Americans who joined this congregation were economically in 
the upper middle class. They owned and operated modest businesses in the Chicago area. 
Many churches across the United States struggled with the civil rights movement of the 
1960’s. Some European American church leaders joined African American church 
leaders to fight for the civil rights of African American people. This struggle divided 
many congregations and added to the decline in the churches and their membership. 

Faith Church struggled with its response to the changing ethnic hue of the 
congregation and the decrease in economic resources which supported the church. Their 
response was to continue everything as usual. New members were expected to assimilate 
into the congregations and equalize the decrease in economic support as the European 
Americans left the church. It was the responsibility of the ethnic members to take on the 


habits of the wealthy members in the congregations. The congregation continued to 
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decrease in membership as the number of African Americans increased in the 
congregation. 

Transition of communities had a far reaching effect on those who lived in them. 
City services were decreased in areas as European Americans moved out. Insurance 
companies redlined these communities. Redlining is a term used when an insurance 
company raises its insurance rates because the community is primarily African American. 
This church, once a thriving successful congregation, is now a struggling congregation. 

Church structures were designed without any consideration for an aging 
population. They have classrooms on several levels and no restrooms on the main floor. 
As people age, they seek worship spaces where they do not have to encounter physical 
challenges. 

The congregation of Faith church: Dolton was built as a ground level facility 
when the three churches merged. It was their desire to respond to the aging nature of the 
congregation. 

Faith church experienced decline in membership because the church and 
community transitioned racially and economically. It also declined because it did not 
have a defined healthy discipleship system and had a lack of focus and sensitivity to its 


mission field in an effort to focus on self-care. 
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BIBLICAL FOUNDATION 

“The Acts of the Apostles (Acts) functions uniquely within the New Testament, 
providing a bridge between the Gospels, (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John), and the 
letters of the New Testament. Scenes of dramatic action, danger, and suspense: 
characterize it. Here one finds fulfillment of God’s Promises to Israel, which extends to 
all nations. The result is a redefinition of the “people of God,” so that all peoples are 
included in God’s work of salvation.” 

Acts is dated around 65 A.D. during Paul’s early ministry in Rome. Luke wrote 
the book while in the companionship of Paul in Rome during Paul’s imprisonment. Luke 
began writing The Act’s of the Apostle in 63 A.D. and completed the book two years later 
in 65 A.D. 

The author of Acts is traditionally thought to be Luke, the writer of the gospel that 
bares the same name. Luke is sometimes referred to as the gentle believer and the 
physician who ministered with Paul particularly when Paul was imprisoned in Rome for 
two years. Both the gospel of Luke and Acts are written to encourage Theophilius. Little 
is known about Theophilus other than his name translates as Friend of God or Lover of 


God."° It is believed that the gospel of Luke and Acts were written to non-Jewish people 


because the gospel of Luke is directed to the Gentiles. The text shift from 


? Wesley Study Bible, New Revised Standard Version, “Acts,” (Tennessee: Abingdon Press, 
2009) 1321. 
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the third person to the first person when describing Paul’s ministry which indicate that 
the later portion of Acts was possibly written by a partner in ministry with Paul.’ 

The ancient church did not question the authenticity, genuineness, and canonical 
authority of the book. Later, Acts was rejected by certain heretical sects in the second and 
third centuries. An examination of the reason why these groups rejected Acts was found 
to be baseless. The realization as to why these heretical sects objected to Acts could not 
be substantiated upon creditable foundations, which indirectly showed that the Christian 
church was on solid ground. Some scholars believe that Luke and Peter traveled together. 
It is believed that Luke was informed about the growth of the church from Peter. Some 
believe that there may have been eye-witness accounts whose materials Luke 
incorporated in his own work. 

Some modern critics doubt the authenticity of the book because it contains too 
many biblical accounts. 
“The account of the ascension of our Lord and of the day of Pentecost in chapter 
three, or the miracles of Peter and John in the following chapters, and of other 
supernatural events occurring throughout the book, are by the light of nature 
incredible; and therefore the book that contains them cannot be what the Acts of 
the Apostle claims to be, and what all the evidence proves it to be, the work of a 
companion of Paul.”!° 
Others have found that those who have difficulty with the authenticity of the book cannot 
disprove the materials and it leaves people to believe that the materials are authentic. 


When Acts is compared with other written material of the era, Acts is very similar in 


style with which it has been written. “The writings of the Epistle Paul and Acts are shown 


* Ibid. 
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to confirm a other, and are made to shed light each upon the other in a way to disarm 
suspicion of collusion, and to stamp both with an unmistakable stamp of truth." e 

Acts is in two chief parts: Peter is the prominent person, Jerusalem is the center, 
and the ministry is to the Jews. Paul is prominent in the second part. The center of the 
second part is established at Antioch. The ministry is chiefly to Gentiles who were 
strangers from the covenant of promise who only had to believe on the Lord Jesus Christ 
to be saved. 

The theme of the text is to show God’s saving work among the Israelites. Central 
to God’s initiative is fulfilling God’s promises to Israel through the resurrection of Jesus 
and the coming of the Holy Spirit. God was creating a faithful community in God’s 
presence where people would care for one another, unite as believers and continue the 
unstoppable proclamation of the gospel. Acts records the ascension and promised return 
of the Lord Jesus, the descent of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, Peter’s use of the keys, 
opening the kingdom to the Jews at Pentecost, and to the Gentiles in the house of 
Cornelius; the beginning of the Christian church and the conversion and ministry of Paul. 

Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the living God. Upon this rock the Christian church 
is built. The book of Acts records how the Christian church was built upon the foundation 
of Jesus, who was recognized in the Jewish synagogue as one of many people who had a 
divine calling from God. He was identified as a prophet from Nazareth. He studied in the 
synagogue schools and learned the doctrines of Judaism. It is believed that Jesus traveled 
to other nations to study the religious philosophies of those nations. 

The bible does not reveal the totality of Jesus in his personality, relational 


experiences in ministry or a sense of his total ministry. We are only given a glimpse of 
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the broad nature of Jesus’ ministry and influence upon humanity. ‘The gospel of John 
ends with the acknowledgement of how little the bible actually discloses the miraculous 
works of Jesus. John writes, “This is the disciple who is testifying to these things and has 
written them, and we know that his testimony is true. But there are also many other things 
that Jesus did; if every one of them were written down, I suppose that the world itself 
could not contain the books that would be written.”"” 

The writer of Luke-Acts tells the story of the gift of Jesus upon humanity which 
was the blessing of the Holy Spirit. The book of Acts concentrates upon the historical 
account on the church starting with its inception as it spread across the nations. The 
disciple Peter, the one who denied him, became the primary leader of the disciples after 
the death of Jesus, and led the group to Jerusalem. Jesus told the disciples to go to 
Jerusalem and he would meet them there. It was in Jerusalem that the disciples prayed 
and waited for the resurrected Jesus. While they waited on Jesus, they grew stronger in 
their spiritual lives. 

We do not know how long they prayed and meditated before Jesus appeared. We 
do know that Jesus appeared to the disciples and spent a length of time with them. He 
told them to continue to wait and pray until they receive the promise of God. The promise 
of God was the outpouring of the Holy Spirit. Luke says that on the day of Pentecost, the 
disciples received the blessing of the Holy Spirit. 

Luke records that “When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in 

one place. And suddenly from heaven there came a sound like the rush of a 

violent wind, and it filled the entire house where they were sitting. Divided 

tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a tongue rested on each of them. 


All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other 
languages, as the Spirit gave them ability.'*” 


"7 John 21:24-25 (NRSV). 


99 


Worshippers gathered in Jerusalem from across the known world to observe their 
annual religious observances to their specific god. Jerusalem was the site of various 
religious beliefs; therefore it was common to have people from many nations in 
Jerusalem who had not heard of Jesus. 

These visitors saw the effect upon the disciples when the Holy Spirit was poured 
upon them. They interpreted the disciple’s response to the Holy Spirit as men responding 
to the influence of wine early in the morning when people usually did not drink. 

Peter stood and talked to the crowd who thought that the disciples were drunk 
because the Jews were speaking in other languages. Peter preached the Good news about 
Jesus, crucified, died and resurrected. He testified that as a result of his preaching “those 
who welcomed his message were baptized, and that day about three thousand people 
were added to the community of faithful believers. They devoted themselves to the 
apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of break and the prayers.”"” 

This was the start of the church. Many of the people who were in Jerusalem that 
encountered the disciples and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit were moved deeply by the 
disciple’s teachings. Luke lists the names of nations that heard the gospel for the first 
time in their own language. They were like the African slaves who heard the gospel 
preached in the slave owner’s church while the owners were in worship. The slaves 
began to spread the gospel to other slaves in the slave quarters. The gospel was different 


from that preached by the slave owners, because the slaves blended their African 


18 Acts 2:1-4 (NRSV). 
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religious worship style into saat the African slaves had heard in the European American 
church. 

Peter preached God’s promise of salvation to the hearers, their children, to those 
faraway places and for everyone whom the Lord God calls to him. Those who heard 
Peter’s message and believed devoted themselves to the apostle’s teaching and 
fellowship, to the breaking of bread and prayer. The breaking of break is understood as 
sharing a common meal and the Lord’s Supper. The believers grew in their faith and 
understanding of their relationship with Christ. 

Believers learned the significance of living together. They shared in fellowship 
together and a remembrance of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. The modern 
church continues teaching the word of God, joining in fellowship and the breaking of 
bread. Many churches still have fellowship over a common meal or potluck dinner and 
observing the Lord’s Supper. 

The book of Revelation, or Apocalypse, is the closing book of the New 
Testament. The last chapter of the book declares the closing of the human age. Revelation 
indicates a widely divergent system of interpretation. The book is best understood when 
the interpreter takes into consideration four points: 1) The book gives a series of visions 
that produce a kaleidoscope of God’s principles of a just and merciful government for 
creation; 2) The book is written in an apocalyptic style; 3) As an apocalypse, the message 
of the book is couched in symbolism; and 4) the Old Testament shares light upon the 
Revelation. 

Revelation is written to inform us of the end of time and the importance for the 


church to remain faithful to Jesus. It is not a complete projection of the future. It is a 
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warning of the chief powers used to develop the kingdom of God in relationship is the 
world. The church-historical view of scripture is that the scriptures interpret themselves. 
Revelation is not written in a style that will allow it to follow the great principles of the 
church that Scripture interprets itself. 

The author of Revelation is commonly believed to be John the writer of the fourth 
gospel. The author refers to himself by name four times in the text. John was also 
identified as the writer of the first Johnannine Epistles. Ancient scholars have never 
questioned the authorship of the Revelation. Justin Martyr, in the middle of the second 
century affirmed that John was the writer of the book. 

It is believed that the approximate date of the book is 69 A.D. Some scholars 
believe that the actual date was 96 A.D. The date of 69 A.D. corresponds with the date 
when John was imprisoned on the Isle of Patmos by Nero, emperor of Rome. Those who 
believe that the date is 96 A.D. believe that the book was written when John was released 
from his imprisonment. Biblical research indicates that it is more likely that the actual 
date is 69 A.D. A review of the doctrine espoused in the text, linguistic study, methods of 
conveying Christian Truths, and the clear testimony of believers support of this date. 

The book was written on the Isle of Patmos which is in the Aegean Sea. John was 
imprisoned because of his faith and refusal to worship the Imperial cult. It was believed 
that his livelihood was destroyed and his instructional voice to the church was silenced 
because of the imprisonment. Some scholars believe that the book was not written on the 
Isle but following the imprisonment. While this is a plausible theory, the majority of the 


scholars are assured that the text was written while John was on the Isle of Patmos. 
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The Revelation is a Greek text and acknowledged by scholars as authentic. The 
manuscript pattern is common to those of other materials written during the same period 
of time. The manuscript was expected to be read out loud in the seven churches of Asia 
Minor and passed around so all could hear John’s message. It was presented as a 
prophetic message to the people of God. For certain, John expected that the seven church 
of Asia Minor would read his letters. 

John realized that the churches of Asia Minor continued to encounter religious 
oppression imposed upon them by the emperor. Modern churches encounter such similar 
problems from the political structure of current time that encroach upon the work of the 
church. The United Methodist Church also encounters ecumenical groups with different 
beliefs structures than that of The United Methodist Church. 

People throughout Asia Minor and other countries gathered together to talk about 
Jesus. Many of these small groups eventually became churches even without the blessing 
of the Holy Spirit. These congregations organized in response to the teachings of Paul 
and Peter, as indicated in the Acts of the Apostle. The growth of the church continued to 
be a significant threat to the Roman Empire. Luke uses the first twelve chapters of Acts 
to share how the gospel spread across Asia Minor. These new believers, men and women, 
were bold in their faith and expressed a great desire to assist other people in establishing 
a relationship with the risen Christ. 

The church spread across Asia Minor, Northern African and Europe. Paul 
continued to develop the church in his letters to nations, towns and individuals. Paul 
wrote letters to the churches in Corinth, Philippi, Rome, etc. to share instructional 


information in how to establish a church and how to live a Christian life. It was important 
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to Paul that a pure gospel was preached. He believed that people needed to prepare 
themselves for the second coming of Jesus. Paul actually believed that Jesus would return 
within his life time. If the readers of these letters were to receive the resurrected Christ, 
they needed to be free of any influence of other religious thoughts. Some letters were 
supportive of the ministry that was taking place while others were instructional or letters 
of rebuke to the leaders because of the encroachment of foreign doctrine upon Christian 
beliefs. Paul realized that some church leaders were weak in their faith. Paul’s letters 
were often sent as messages of encouragement to the leader and congregation to prevent 
them from turning back to their former religious beliefs. 

Peter developed a Christian community that was based upon fellowship and inter- 
relatedness. These new Christian communities supported each other through a communal 
live style. Even those who were not a part of the Christian community were supported by 
the fellowship of the church. This new church or fellowship struggled against political 
oppression, foreign religious doctrines and some leaders of the church who tried to 
augment Christian teachings with other doctrinal beliefs. 

The growth of Christianity threatened the political foundation of the Roman 
Empire. The Christian movement was always an issue to Rome. The Jews and Romans 
had an uneasy relationship as Christianity spread throughout the empire. Even though 
Rome was uneasy with the Christian and Jewish movements, the leaders of Rome trusted 
Judaism, but Christians were not accepted because they followed Jesus. Several 
Emperors, such as the Babylonian Emperor Nebuchadnezzar and Roman Emperor, 


Domitian, declared themselves as gods and required the entire empire to worship them. 
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The church struggled with the encroachment of other religious dogmas and beliefs 
that God had warned his believers to resist. This encroachment caused relational 
problems among Christians who believed and those who were marginal in their beliefs. 
They encountered leaders who used the church to advance their own interest. The 
teachings of Jesus were not being taught to its fullest extent. Many of the followers were 
easily swayed from the Christian walk. Some churches struggled with whom they should 
follow, Jesus or one of the other philosophers. Paul constantly tried to lead the leaders of 
the church to hold fast to the teachings of Jesus Christ. 

The apostle John was another prophet who challenged the church to remain 
faithful to the teachings of Jesus. John offered his life to Jesus as he stood in faithfulness 
to the risen Christ. John remained a faithful witness to the resurrected Jesus and the 
Christian church when Domitian was the Emperor of Rome. 

Domitian established himself as a god of the Roman Empire to be worshiped. He 
set up a system of religion known as Imperialism. This cult religion was established in 
other empires when the emperor designated themselves with this authority. Domitian was 
one of two Roman emperors who declared himself a god. This form of religion was 
forced upon the people living in the Roman provinces. The Imperial Cult embraced a 
form of religious tolerance which allowed the people to worship their own gods while 
also adhering to the emperor’s religion. Those who refused to worship the emperor as a 
god were martyred for their faith. 

John stood in opposition to the Imperial cult. John was recognized as a significant 
believer in Jesus Christ and leader of the Christian church. He was arrested by Domitian, 


Emperor of Rome and imprisoned on the Isle of Patmos as an isolated exile. While there 
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he Sipctented a series of vision and encounters with the resurrected Jesus. John is 
exposed to a vision of the future that directly impacted the organized church and the 
people of God. Revelation disclosed future difficulties that would impact faithful 
believers in Christ and the church as an organization. The book is filled with unbelievable 
visions which foretell the end of the world and the establishment of a new heaven and a 
new earth. The book challenged believers to remain faithful and allow hope to comfort 
the believers in the midst of struggles with the church which must occur. 

John, the writer of Revelation, is instructed by Jesus to write seven letters to the 
seven major churches of Asia Minor. These seven letters were direct statements dictated 
by Jesus in John’s vision. They were addressed to the leaders of the church or as some 
biblical writers indicate, the Angels of the church. 

He writes to the churches at: Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, 
Philadelphia and Laodicea. These seven congregations are located in major commercial 
cities which could relate to our modern day urban setting. The church at Philadelphia is 
significant because of the temple which was built there honoring the emperor of Rome, 
Tiberius. Philadelphia could be identified as a suburban city because of its size and lack 
of any other significance. 

Questions have been raised by the biblical commentators as to whether these are 
actually letters or whether they should be identified under some other format. The new 
testaments letters, known as epistles, were easily identified through a common writing 
format. The format of the New Testament epistles contain: 1) an opening salutation, 
identifying the writer, 2) the message or body of the epistle, and 3) a closing statement. 


This is not the situation with these seven letters. When you compare the recognized 
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letters, known as the epistles of the New Testament, to ‘hese that Jesus asked John to 
write to the seven churches, they do not have an opening salutation neither the 
appropriate closing. The letters are simply statements to the leaders of the church with an 
introductory opening that appears to be an indictment against the leaders of the church 
and the congregation. The letters praise each congregation but also raise concerns about 
the faithfulness of the Christian community and the leaders. Some of the letters raised 
serious concerns about the well being of believers within the Christian church while they 
struggled with their faithfulness in Jesus Christ. Some people were martyred for their 
belief in Jesus. These letters are written to encourage the faithful who witnessed the cruel 
punishment inflicted upon many of the believers who were martyred because of their 
commitment to the church and Jesus Christ. They challenge the weak to remain faithful 
and encourage the lost to return to their first love, the church. 

After the death of Jesus Christ, the Roman Empire was still threatened by the 
movement of the People of the Way, the original name of the Christian movement. The 
Christian church was growing stronger through a movement of house meetings and secret 
society gatherings. Epistles from the apostle Paul were circulated around Asia Minor, The 
Roman Empire and throughout the known world to encourage the faithful to be strong 
and convert others to follow Jesus. 

The church began with Simon Peter’s faithfulness following the death of Jesus 
Christ. Acts 1-22 gives the start of a new Christian church. It also shares how the church 
began to spread across Asia Minor. These new churches continued to grow with the 


influence of Paul in Acts chapters 13-20. Many of the New Testament epistles were 
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written by Paul to encourage these new congregations and to correct issues relating to 
doctrine, faith, and personal relationship. 

These seven cities served by the seven churches had much in common with each 
other. The population was composed of people from many different nations and different 
ethnic backgrounds. The religious representation was as varied as the population. Most of 
these cities were composed of the wealthy as well as the poor. These cities were engaged 
in all forms of trade from the sale of merchandise to the sale of slaves. 

The seven churches represented the struggles that Christian people had to endure 
during that time in history. Many of them were poor but they had a strong faith. The 
church struggled against the Imperial Cults, Gnosticism and other forms of religion in 
this polytheistic world. 

Each letter is addressed to the Angel of the church. The writer identified the 
leaders/pastors of each congregation as the Angel of the church. Each letter ends with a 
similar closing statement, requesting the reader to hear what the Spirit had to said. In 
essence the closing statements were a request for the reader to respond in a corrective 
manner to what the writer had lifted up. 

The author of the letter identifies himself in different personalities. Each identity 
is an introductory phrase that is a reflection upon the issue the writer will raise with the 
church leader and the congregation. Five of the churches are criticized for their lack of 
faithfulness and falling away from the doctrine of the church. One of the five, Laodicea, 
is know to have received the harshest criticism. Two churches, Smyrna and Philadelphia, 
are encouraged for their strength in remaining faithful and free from the temptations of 


other religions. 
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Jesus said of the Laodicean church that it was neither hot nor cold. It was simply 
lukewarm. His desire was for the church leaders and congregation to make a decision 
about its faithfulness but since it had not, he would spit them out of his mouth. The 
Interpreters Bible reinforced the importance of humanities relationship with God. 

For John there was no middle ground between absolute faithfulness to Christ and 

participation in the rites of the emperor cult. The issue was as clear-cut as it was critical; 

there could be no compromise, no concessions. A Christian could not be lukewarm; they 
had to make a definite and decisive choice, either to be cold toward the claims of Christ, 
or burning hot in his adherence and loyalty to them. Those who seek to compromise, to 
trim, to follow a middle course, are detestable and nauseating, and like tepid, lukewarm 
water, will be utterly rejected. God reproves those whom he loves, so Christ reproves 
and chastens his beloved Laodiceans, urging them to be zealous and repent of their 
luke-warmness and complacency. They should repent immediately, for Christ is already 
here, saying, “Behold, I stand at the door and knock, if anyone hears my voice, and 
opens the door, involve initiative as well as receptiveness on the part of individual 

Christians here and now.” 

Laodicea was located southwest of Phrygia, on the river Lycus, not far from 
Colosse, and lying between it and Philadelphia. It was destroyed by an earthquake in 62 
A.D., and rebuilt by its wealthy citizens without the help of the state. This wealth led to a 
self-satisfied, lukewarm state in spiritual things, as Revelation 3:17 describes. The church 
in latter times was apparently flourishing; for one of the councils at which the canon of 
Scripture was determined was held in Laodicea in 361 A.D. 

The Laodiceans were in spiritual things cold comparatively, but not cold as the 
world outside, as those who have never belonged to the Church. The lukewarm state is a 
desirable state but most fatal when it is believed that it is a safe state. This is the reason 
why Christ desires that they were cold rather than lukewarm. There is more hope for the 


cold than those who are of the world and not yet warmed by the Gospel call; for, when 


called, they may become hot and fervent Christians. The challenge is for the lukewarm to 


?° The Interpreter’s Bible, A Commentary in Twelve Volumes, S.V. “Revelation” 397. 
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approach the holy fire of Jesus. They will experience the fervor of Jesus but not his 
saving grace. They will have a sibilance of religion that will lull them into a 
consciousness of false security but not enough to save the soul. 

The church can no longer afford to be maintenance driven. It is the responsibility 
of the Angel of the church, the pastors, to strive for a deeper spiritual relationship with 
Christ and share that relationship and vision with the congregations. Many African 
American United Methodist Churches do not have ongoing bible studies or Christian 
training experiences for new members and even refresher class for the longer experienced 
people. These classes are not even offered. The doctrines of The United Methodist 
Church are not being taught in congregations. Often the name Jesus is not spoken on 
Sunday mornings, yet these are churches of Jesus Christ. 

It would appear that the leaders of the church have left their first love. They have 
lost sight of their vision for the church and their Cail into ordained ministry. They 
struggle with forces within the church and outside of the church. Some feel like martyrs 
but the words of Jesus speak through these seven letters. Some of the clergy have been so 
bruised by their experience in the church that they no longer feel a need to continue in 
their ministry but they remain as pastors just maintaining congregations and producing an 
appearance that congregations are vibrant even though they died a long time ago. 

Jesus says to the Angels of the church, J want you hot or cold. Pastors cannot half- 
heartedly lead a congregation. To lead, a pastor must put his/her entire commitment into 
the church and into his/her own faith in the Lord. As Jesus said to the people of Smyma, 
he also says to the pastors today, “remain faithful unto death, and I will give you a crown 


of life.” 


110 


Jesus appeared to the Disciples following the resurrection and remained with 
them for forty days. He revealed many things to the disciples during this period of time. 
These revelations were accompanied with convincing proof through the resurrection, 
which explained the importance of the Kingdom of God to be established upon the earth. 
The final commandment given by Jesus to the Disciples was to, “go therefore and make 
disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of 
the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you. And 
remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.””) This commandment is 
commonly known as the Great Commission. It is upon this Great Commission that the 
church finds its purpose to make disciples. The church is built on the foundation of Jesus 
and his teaching. 

God did not give up on Israel even after the death of Jesus. God’s compassion fell 
upon the people of Israel through the ministry of the disciples. People needed the 
transformative love of God. God was determined to bring repentance and salvation to the 
Jews. Jesus came to call the people of Israel into a relationship with God, the Divine 
Creator of the universe. 

Initially, Jesus restricted his ministry only to the Jews. Matthew records the 
instruction of Jesus to his Disciples as he sent them out to engage in ministry. Jesus told 
the Disciples to go nowhere among the Gentiles and enter no town of the Samaritans, but 


go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” The teaching of Jesus would later be 


71 Matthew 28:19 (NRSV). 
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rejected by the Jews because he eaedged their religious norms. Jesus then expanded the 
focus of his ministry to include not only the Jews but also the Gentiles and Samaritans. 

The Disciples were told to go to Jerusalem where they would continue in prayer 
and supplication until the gift of Holy Spirit came upon them. The disciples still did not 
know the reason why Jesus came into the world nor did they fully understand the 
teaching of Jesus. God used this time to prepare the disciples for the work of preaching 
the gospel and saving souls. The transformative love of God permeated the spiritual 
nature of the disciples. 

The Holy Spirit is known as the Holy Ghost in some denominations. The Holy 
Spirit is not forced upon people. It is received by humanity as a gift from a loving God. 
The Holy Spirit is defined as the third person of the Trinity: Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 
Tt is the divine nature of God in spiritual form. It is granted freely to each believer as a 
means of redemption from sin. 

On the day of Pentecost, the disciples received an affirmation of their work 
through the out pouring of the Holy Spirit. God was present in the flames of fire that were 
described as “tongues of fire”*? which moved from person to person. God empowered the 
disciples to become bold witnesses of the power of God as Peter preached and shared the 
Good News of Jesus Christ. The disciples were prepared to give a compelling witness to 
the life of Jesus and challenge the people of Israel to receive Jesus. The promise of 
spiritual power was given to the disciples in the first chapter of Acts. The outpouring of 
the Holy Spirit fell upon not only the disciples but also those present in the upper room. 
The saving grace of God was visually seen as a flame which moved from person to 


person affecting each one to the extent that observers said they look like drunken people. 


3 Acts 2:3 (NRSV). 


112 


The disciples expressed their experience of God through sharing God holy message. The 
Spirit moved from person to person without respect to their ethnic background. These 
disciples were rejoicing in the love of God and the spiritual transformation they were 
experiencing. 

The disciples felt the imperative nature of the Holy Spirit to make disciples for 
Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world. These new converts had one main 
mission and that was to covert other, Jews, Gentiles and/or Samaritans into a belief in 
Jesus Christ. Jesus promised the disciples that the Holy Spirit would come upon them and 
they would understand all his teachings and the purpose of his death. The outpouring of 
the Holy Spirit was received by the disciples while they gather in Jerusalem and spent 
their time in prayer and fasting. 

The presence of God was among the disciples and working in their lives. 
Compelled by the great commission they sought to teach the word of God and spread the 
gospel within various communities and cities. In essence, the church was established in 
Jerusalem as curious onlookers experienced the visible manifestation of the Holy Spirit 
and heard the gospel preached in their native language. God gave the disciples the ability 
to speak in languages that they did not know. 

Onlookers were amazed by the power of God upon these disciples who did not 
speak in their language. People wondered how these Jews could speak in their language 
because the onlookers knew that the disciples were not multi-lingual. The onlookers did 
not understand the awesome strong power of God to provide a way for the gospel to be 


preached to all people. God is able to use the most unlikely person to touch the lives of 


113 


the lost. This gathering of weak men who were strong in the Holy Spirit became the first 
church. 

It was the will of God that the church grows even in Jerusalem. Jews were 
responsible for the death of Jesus but God is a loving and forgiving God. Jesus asked God 
to forgive these people, while he was dying upon the cross, because they did not know 
what they were doing”. 

The presence of God was felt by those who were faithful to other gods but now 
turned to the one true God. God’s purpose for the church is to reach out to the lost and 
establish relationships with all who will receive Jesus Christ. As stated earlier, Jesus 
spoke to his disciples in the gospel of Matthew and said, “All authority in heaven and on 
earth has been given to me. Therefore, go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing 
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them 
to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, even to the 
very end of the age.””> This passage begins to frame the theological basis for church 
development and redevelopment. We see this clearly in the book of Acts as the church 
grew, expanded and duplicated itself across the known regions of the world. If the church 
is to grow, then it must see itself as the vehicle that God uses for outreach into the world 
which brings reconciliation between God and humanity. This reconciliation between the 
divine nature of God and humanity was established because of the broken relationship 
between God and Adam because of Adam’s sin. 

The challenge of the church is to help individuals restore their relationship with 
God. There is no other way that humanity can experience the restorative nature of God’s 
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spirit. The disciples were a small group living ne broken relationship with God because 
of their sinful nature. The Holy Spirit provided the power needed for reconciliation to 
take place. Transformation took place in this small community and led to an experience 
in Christ which resulted in new church development. People are strengthened as they 
share their spiritual transformation with other people who seek to know God differently. 
This common gathering could also be known as the church gathered to experience God’s 
love. 

The church becomes the center of human existence for all believers. It is among 
the believers that God makes God’s presence known. The ministry of redemption takes 
place as people give their lives to God as they receive the risen Christ. “The primary 
purpose for the existence and mission of the church is to boldly spread the power of the 
Gospel, to make new disciples, and to engage in the expansion of the kingdom of God by 
building new faith communities throughout the world.” 7° 

The residents of Jerusalem were ready to receive the presence of God. They heard 
about the crucifixion of Jesus and his resurrection. Stories were shared of people who 
encountered Jesus after the resurrection. Visitors in Jerusalem knew that the disciples 
were in prayer and fasting waiting for an encounter with the risen Christ. God 
demonstrated God’s transformative power when people hear the gospel preached in their 
own language. Listeners were challenged by the disciple’s testimony of the power of the 
Holy Spirit. Souls were changed as they heard about Jesus. Listeners experienced the 


transformative love of God and their lives were transformed forever. These new converts 


6 Dr. Wesley S.K. Daniel, “An Overview of the Biblical Foundations for New Church 
Development,” The United Methodist Manual for New Church Development, (Arkansas: Arkansas United 
Methodist Church, 2008) 23. 
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left Jerusalem and shared the story of their transformative encounter with the disciples of 
Jesus with everyone who listened. 

The church continued to be the place where God demonstrates God’s love for 
humanity. It is the place where those who received God’s redemptive love experience the 
presence of God in their lives on a regular basis. God loved the world so much that he 
allowed his son Jesus, to die upon a cross to provide a means by which humanity could 
have access God.’ 

The disciples received the Holy Spirit and could not contain themselves. They 
began to tell the stories of Jesus’ life. These gospel stories spread across the world. God 
wanted everyone to experience his love. God provided a way beyond the ethnic 
background of the listeners to enable communication with everyone through the power of 
the Holy Spirit. People not only witnessed the visible and physical demonstration of the 
Holy Spirit, but they also witness acts of Holy Boldness within the church. God wanted 
the visitors and residents of Jerusalem to experience the transformative power of Jesus in 
their lives. God used one hundred twenty people to demonstrate God’s power to change 
the thinking of a community. God expanded the church with three thousand new converts 
through the preaching of Peter. 

God showed the people of Jerusalem his awesome power when he touched the 
lives of the disciples. The Holy Spirit is the same awesome power of God that spread into 
the churches throughout Galilee and Samaria. God’s presence was in each of these 
churches. The disciples encountered civic leaders and others who did not believe in Jesus 


and refused to accept the gospel. Many of the disciples were threatened with 
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sib Beonient and even death. God demonstrated his awesome power as people of 
influence stepped forward and supported the disciples and the gospel. The intervention of 
these new converts helped the disciples regain their freedom to continue their mission. 
God used the disciples to demonstrate his continued power as the disciples preformed 
miracles of healing, casting out of demons, etc. 

In the book of Acts the church brought salvation to the lost and restoration to the 
Jews. Jesus came to touch the lives of the Jew who rejected him. The disciples told of the 
saving grace of Jesus to everyone they encountered including the Gentiles. Jesus fulfilled 
his promise to the disciples, “when the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the 
truth...” This truth was the foundation of Christian life which was shared by the 
disciples to all the new converts. The truth is that Jesus died for each of them that they 
might be reconciled and restored in their relationship with God. 

Dr. Wesley S. K. Daniel identifies six areas of emphasis that a church must focus 
upon, they are: seeking, saving, finding, restoring, growing, and building. John Wesley 
believed that one sign of God’s grace is a growing church. The book of Acts shows a 
church that is growing and spreading. The church began with one hundred twenty people 
and quickly grew to three thousand because “the Lord added to their number daily.””° 
The disciples preached the gospel at every opportunity whether in small group meetings 
or in large public settings. Many people accepted Christ when they heard the disciples. 


Sometimes the growth was simply among a household of people and on another occasion 
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five thousand people were added to the church. This new church aorniaed to grow as 
Luke writes that “more believers and multitudes were added to the church.””° 

There were people of every national group visiting in Jerusalem when this event 
took place and they all heard the disciples speaking in their own language. The power of 
God opened the hearts and souls of these people and they received the Holy Spirit. These 
visitors and the men and women of Jerusalem were so inspired by what they heard that 
many of them became disciples and missionaries who continued to spread the gospel to 
others as they traveled. 

Luke reveals a spirit that seeks the lost and those who experienced a broken 
relationship with God. Jesus died to provide an access to all who believed upon him and 
received God’s saving grace. Peter stood in the midst of the disciples and shared the 
Gospel with those who looked upon the disciples when they received the Holy Spirit. 
This outpouring of the Holy Spirit was first stated in the book of Joel. Luke ties the 
historical text of the Old Testament to the New Testament manifestation. He identifies 
this presence of the Holy Spirit as that which was prophesied in the Old Testament. 

No one is exempt from the power of the Spirit. It touches men and women, old 
and young. Peter understood that the Holy Spirit is always present with those who 
believe. It is present with us because Jesus died for all of us. It is through the saving 
blood of Jesus that opens the way of salvation to those who accept Jesus into their life. 

The grace of God is freely given to all who accept Jesus. God’s grace is un- 
merited. John Wesley would say that this is God’s prevenient grace. The people of 
Jerusalem were offered the divine love of God, which surrounds every human being. The 


nature of prevenient grace challenges the recipient to seek out an understanding of God 
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and God’s will upon human kind. People’s lives are changed when they encounter the 
love of God. The love of God wipes away any impact of sin upon their lives. God’s grace 
also awakens in us an earnest longing for deliverance from sin and death and moves us 
toward repentance and faith. 

The new converts of Jerusalem experienced repentances when they came to 
Christ. They began to live a life of faith blessed by God’s love. The repentant nature of 
these new converts turned them away from their old beliefs and tradition and established 
a new relationship with God. They accepted the teaching of Jesus and acknowledged that 
Jesus was the Messiah. Historically, the Jews awaited the coming of a Messiah who 
would save Israei from Roman occupation. The lowly birth of Jesus was a stumbling 
block for most Jews. It was difficult to accept Jesus as the Messiah. The Jews anticipated 
a messiah who would come from a royal linage. The Jews identified Jesus as a poor 
carpenter who came from Nazareth and not the Son of God. It was commonly believed 
that nothing “good could come from Nazareth.”*! 

A person who experiences prevenient grace and have the love God wrapped 
around them can no longer live a life of sin. Grace and sin cannot abide in the same body. 
The new saints in Jerusalem received God’s grace when the Holy Spirit was poured upon 
humanity and they began to experience God’s Justifying grace. God accepts individuals 
and pardons their sins. Peter preached about how unjustly Jesus was treated by the Jews 
and yet they are welcomed to receive God’s grace. Jews and Gentiles can experience a 
transformation in their lives and have their lives converted into a new nature with God. 


The process of justification is God’s act of reconciliation with humanity. God forgives 


sinfulness and restores humanity to God’s favor. 
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Since humanity ‘ejaseted in Jesus Christ and have received God’s prevenient 
grace into their lives then they are finally, blessed by God to received God’s 
Sanctification. Sanctification is the new birth experience that draws us even closer to 
God. Jesus said, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born anew, he cannot see the 
kingdom of God.” This blessing of sanctification is the first step toward the gift of God 
to humanity. 

The responsibility of the church is to spread the Gospel. People need to hear about 
Jesus. They need to understand the truth he taught, a truth that transforms lives, and bring 
healing to broken relationships. The eagerness of the population to hear the Gospel 
caused the word of God to spread rapidly throughout the known world. New converts 
shared the good news of a God who seeks, saves, finds, restores, enables growth and 
builds up broken relationships. Howard Thurman in Jesus and the Disinherited, 
examined these similar issues within the African American community. He examined the 
ills of human emotions in relationship to Jesus and the Church. 

God’s presence was in the Judean and Jerusalem churches as the Holy Spirit 
moved throughout the cities. These new converts were driven by God to seek out those 
who had no relationship with God. God moved among humanity as the gospel spread. 
People experienced God’s salvation and found a new relationship with God and God with 
humanity. People found a renewed sense of what it meant to accept Jesus into their lives. 
The gathering of these new converts provided a continued opportunity for new converts 
to grow stronger through relationships with other converts. These early converts joined 


themselves together in communal living. Their passion for God and other new converts 
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caused them to want to care for each other. They sold everything they had and shared 
everything in common among each other so that no one was lacking. This was the 
ultimate sacrifice of these new converts, giving up everything for this new relationship 
and community. 

God placed it upon the hearts of these communal communities to consider the 
work of the disciples. This first hint of a church structure was established as the converts 
selected people to care for the ministry of the community while the disciples continued in 
prayer and supplication. God wanted the disciples to be faithful to their work of the 
church while the community was cared for. The converts realized that it was more 
important for the disciples to continue in their spiritual growth and relationship with God. 

As the church grew and threatened Judaism, many of the new converts lost their 
life for the Gospel. The death of Jesus allowed humanity to be reconnected with God. 
The presence of God was vibrant in humanities’ life, as the disciple’s boldly spread the 
gospel. 

The church grew rapidly as the gospel was rehearsed from person to person. The 
book of Acts established a record of new church starts within the Judaic and Galilean 
communities throughout the region. God continued to show his dominion over this 
natural world as he worked through the disciples. Men and women used the power of 
God to convenience their listeners to accept the risen Christ. People were healed, demons 
were cast out, and the dead were awakened as the disciples exercised the power of the 
Holy Spirit. 

These bold advocates for Christ continued to find defenders of the faith in unusual 


people. God inspired new converts to not only share the gospel with their family and 
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friends, but they also stood up and defended their belief in Christ when they were arrested 
by the Jewish and Roman officials. 

There were other times when God exercised his authority over the natural world 
and demonstrated his love for the disciples. God’s protecting grace was around those who 
carried the gospel. On several occasion the disciples disappeared from their place of 
imprisonment, only to be found preaching the gospel in the synagogues. God shook a 
prison cell and freed his disciples as a confirmation of their work. Even the jailors and 
their families were convinced enough to receive the presence of the Holy Spirit. God 
used the disciples as an instrument to bestow the Holy Spirit upon those who believed but 
had ever heard of the Holy Spirit. 

The supernatural struggles of the church began with these new congregations. The 
Acts church gave the first indication of future struggles that would plague the church 
throughout history. The converts of old and converts of the modern church are still 
confronted with disbelievers and skeptics. Evil will continue its assaults upon the church 
as long as there is a church and those who believe in the risen Christ. 

The foundation of the church is established upon Jesus Christ the risen Savior. 
The gospel still compels the lost to come to Christ and experience a relationship with the 
triune God, Father, Son and the Holy Spirit. This same God cared for the church in the 
book of Acts and cares for the believers within this modern dispensation of the church. 

The same God who cared for the Israelites, Judeans, Samaritans and others in the 
known world who received Jesus also cared for the African slaves. Africans who were 
brought to America to be used as slaves already had an acquaintance with the God of the 


Universe. Worship of a supreme God was the foundation of their religious belief. 
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The house slaves, some of who wee also carriage drivers, heard the preaching of 
the gospel as they waited to drive their slave owners back to their home. The slaves 
began to understand more and more about who Jesus was as the white preachers extolled 
the gospel. These slaves experienced the transformative love of God as they heard the 
gospel preached. The Holy Spirit spread among the slaves as it did on the day of 
Pentecost. Slaves worshipped the risen Christ in secret. As the slave owner’s preachers 
taught about a God who approved slavery, slaves discovered that this same God was a 
God of care and faithfulness. 

Slaves gathered in small groups to worship God as new converts to the faithful. 
They also shared the gospel with other slaves as they met in market places or as they 
were sold from plantation to plantation. The power of the Holy Spirit continued to grow 
as these African slaves worshipped God and the risen Christ in their own way and style. 
The church was the one institution that remained consistent and common among the 
slaves across the nation. Slave owners eventually allowed the Africa slaves to gather to 
worship God. The church was established with slaves as preachers to other slaves under 
the oversight of a white pastor. This gathering of the church to worship God continued 
across the decades and became the focal point in the African community. The ethnic 
identifier or names of the former African slaves have changed a number of times 
throughout the decades. 

Currently American people of African descent are known as African Americans, 
who are descendants of African slaves. The church is still important in the African 
American communities and continues to be the focal point of spiritual, social and 


political change. James A. Cone in My Soul Looks Back, shares the importance of the 
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church in his life and how God used the church to develop him. Many African American 
find a sense of hope and direction within their experience among the people of God 
known as the church. 

The leaders of the modern church seldom exercised the spiritual power used by 
the disciples in the New Testament. These modern disciples speak a bold word for Jesus. 
It would appear that the church no longer need God to defend them from governmental 
officials, but God remains ever present within the lives of the believers to protect them 
from evil influences. The church moved away from communal life styles but it still 
gathers to support the believers. Believers are still inspired to carry the gospel to their 
family and friends. The gospel is shared in work places and wherever people gather. 
Though they speak a bold word, it is not as accusative as it is found in the book of Acts. 
The gospel is expressed as a gracious word from a loving God who sent his beloved son 
to die upon a cross for each believer. 

What is the purpose of the modern church? Why do African Americans organize 
themselves into worshiping communities, commonly known as churches, and express a 
belief in the risen Christ? There must be something more than just attending a worship 
experience. These questions must be answered through the lens of Black Theology. 
James H. Cone in For My People, Black Theology and the Black Church, where have we 
been and where are we going, must be considered before the African American church 
can begin to move forward. Cone examines the nature of Black Theology in relationship 
to the Black Church, Liberation Theology and other theological forms. The answer to the 


question, Who are we as the people of the African Diaspora, will set the foundation for 
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who we are as a modern church. We are proudly African Americans who God desires to 
use to touch lives of the wounded and lost. 

The worship experience is a moment for the worshipper to connect with God. 
Worshippers are seeking a spiritual connection or relationship between themselves and 
Christ. The church provides an opportunity for this connection. When we consider the 
purpose of the church we must take into consideration three theological perspectives: 
God, love and neighbor. We see these three attributes lived out in the church of Acts. 
God was present among the disciples. His love was manifested toward them as Jesus died 
upon the cross. The love of God cannot be contained in one individual. His love must be 
shared among neighbors to establish a faithful community. 

The church is a place of love. Love for a divine creator that is expressed in the 
moment of worship. People gather in worship to express rejoicing love for the presence 
of God in their life and to show reverence and loyalty to a sustaining God. There is no 
greater love that humanity can express than that for a beloved creator. This love is an 
expression of the presence of God in the believer’s life. It is a belief that God does exist 
and brings great joy in the life of the believer. Humanity’s love for God seeks for God’s 
presence when it appears that God is absent. The believers express profound satisfaction 
when they realize that God is ever present. Love is a happy acceptance of everything that 
God gives us without the jealous feeling that self ought to be able to do much more. We 
express gratitude that God does not seek equality with God’s creation. 

People do not seek to be absorbed by God but they do seek reverence to be 
expressed in their nature toward God. Reverence rejoices in the praise and otherness of 


God and within self. Reverence seeks to feel the expression of God as to whom God is 
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and does not try to mold God into what people think God can be. God is beyond the 
comprehension of humanity. Therefore, God is seen as the divine beloved of humanity. 

When reverence is viewed as love, it seeks the knowledge of the object of its 
love, God. This reverence is not for the sake of seeking power but for the worshipper to 
rejoice in the wonder of God. Love is seen as loyalty to God. The worshipper is 
committed to the divine being. The worshipper believes that God is ever present. With 
this understanding the worshipper is dependent upon a God who responds to the needs 
and care of the worshipper. 

The church must ask the question, who is my neighbor? Luke writes "love the 
Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and 
with your entire mind’; and, "Love your neighbor as yourself."* 

This sense of neighborly love is the third purpose of the church. The church is to 
make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world, love God with all their 
heart, and love their neighbor as themselves. The love of neighbor caused the converts in 
Acts to share the gospel among their neighbors. The church is the gathered community of 
believer. They commit themselves to gather as a family to worship the risen Christ. The 
companion that the believer is commanded to love as him or herself or as they have been 
loved is the neighbor. Our neighbor is the one who is near to us, but also the one that is 
far from us. The neighbor is the friend who has shown compassion toward the believer. 
The neighbor is the compassionate one who ministers to the needs of others. 

The neighbor is also the stranger who is taken in or who takes in another. The 
neighbor can be a brother, sister, mother and even a father. In essence, Christ is our 


neighbor. In Christ, the image of the divine redeemer is seen as in a glass darkly. Our 
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neighbor is in past, present and future, yet he/she is not simply humankind in its totality, 
but rather neighbor is the articulation of the community of individuals and individuals in 
community. 

It is the love of neighbor that sustains the church and the African American 
community. The common struggle that is spoken of in the community of faith challenges 
the believers to be sensitive of the needs of not only the worshipper but also those in the 
community. Jesus challenges the church to love our neighbor without any hesitation. 

We should love our neighbor as we do not love them now. This is the hope that is 
too good to be true. When we think of the problems and difficulties in society and in our 
communities, how can we afford to love the stranger? How can we risk extending 
ourselves to those who we do not know? This is what it means to be a neighbor. That we 
love them as God has loved us. In essence, it is a small amount of faith that God request 
of us to experience. It is less than the size of a mustard seed to love our neighbor. When 
we realize that we are the beloved of God, since the time of Abraham through the death 
and resurrection of Jesus, we are a people of hope and faith. The possibilities of life stand 
before us and encourage us to desire and arouse people to anticipate the future possibility. 

When all is said and done, the increase of this love of God and neighbor remains 
the purpose and the hope of our preaching of the gospel. This is why we continue to 
organize faith communities to spread the gospel and the teaching of Jesus Christ. 

The fore-parents of African Americans were Africans who believed in a divine 
creator long before the Europeans came to the continent of Africa bringing Christianity. 
James C. Anyike in Historical Christianity African Centered examined the relationship 


between Christianity and African during the time of the Egyptians who were also of 


127 


African descent. They had a sustaining faith in the creator of the universe, God, whom 
they called upon in times of need and in reverence as they responded to their 
environment. Moses writes “You shall have no other gods before me.**” The question 
that humanity must answer is how do we love God who is complete and absolute? God 
truly is the mystery in human existence. It is God who stepped out onto the emptiness of 
space and called into creation all that is created. It was God who separated the day from 
night and called all that he made good. It was God who created humanity in God’s own 
image and blew into humanities’ nostril the breath of life and humanity became a living 
creature. We struggle with our understanding of God. God appears as a God of wrath and 
yet a God who is also ever presented as a God of love. 

Humanity struggles in an attempt to reconcile who God is. The attempt to use 
finite thinking to try and comprehend the infinite nature of God is impossible. How can 
we reconcile that death and life come from the same God? Humanity must struggle with 
life issues that are under the control of God. People question the goodness of God’s 
existence in troubled times when hope seems to have died. 

James Weldon Johnson wrote in his anthem, Lift Every Voice and Sing, “Stony 
the road we trod, bitter the chastening rod, felt in the days when hope unborn had died. 
God of our weary years, God of our silent tears, Thou who has brought us thus far on the 
way...keep us forever in the path we pray.*°” This is a cry froma people who have 
struggled against immeasurable odds yet they still find reason to continue in a deep 


heartfelt relationship with a loving God. The church provides the means to help people 
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*° James Weldon Johnson, Lift Every Voice and Sing, (New York: Edward B. Marks Music 
Corporation, 1927). 
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reconcile the difficulties of society with their spiritual lives. Andrew Sno Park in From 
Hurt to Healing, challenges to church to realize that people are suffering from deep 
wounds of the past, present and future. It is the responsibility of the church to address the 
issues of a people whose unborn hope has died. As Park would say, this is the Han of the 


soul. 


Theoretical Foundation 


How can the hemorrhage of membership within The United Methodist Church be 
stopped? Is there a way to decrease this negative impact upon the church or slow its 
flow? In addition to the loss of members, the denomination must recognize the impact 
that this decrease has upon the pastors, lay leadership and the surviving members of 
congregations who engage in a constant struggle to keep their church vibrant. Rose Sims 
said in her book, New Life for Dying Churches, It Can Happen Anywhere that the church 
in America is experiencing significant decline. She stated that it is crucial for the pulpit to 
again affirm a belief in God and call for congregations to turn toward God. 

Communities across the nation have experienced significant change over the 
decades. Societal change is expected and accepted by the majority of population. Paul 
Nixon in his book, Finding Jesus on the Metro, and other Surprises doing church in a 
new day, explains the reasons for this resistance and gives suggestions as to how this 
resistance can be challenged and changed. Historians recorded these changes in our 
society as it moved from an agricultural based culture to the current technological base 
culture. It is commonly known that the only institution in society that is highly resistant 
to change is the church. The church usually seeks ways to remain in the ole time days, 


which were not all that good. 
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The church continued to demonstrate its resistance to change in the architectural 
style of the church buildings, in the worship experience and through the traditional nature 
of its leadership, both lay and clergy. If the church is going to decrease the hemorrhage of 
members, it most changes and adapt to the needs of this current generation. Statistical 
records of The United Methodist Church clearly show decreasing membership within the 
denomination. The records indicate that membership growth within the church occurred 
primarily in the area of new church starts. 

It is difficult to experience significant growth within an established congregation 
but it is not impossible. There are some exceptions to this statement, but on a hold it is 
true. Declining congregations can turnaround when it is well planned. Church growth 
specialists indicate that if a church is serious about revitalization or restarting, it can be 
successful. Dr. Joseph W. Daniels, Jr., in Begging for Real Church, examines the 
difficulties of turning around an established church and leading the church into 
understanding what it means to be a Real Church. 

The issue that most churches must address is the nature of the DNA within the 
congregation. DNA is commonly known as the building blocks within a human cell that 
determine an individual’s personality and nature. The DNA sequence is different for each 
individual. Churches also have a DNA that determines the makeup of the congregation. 
Like in human, each church is different. Craig Kennet Miller in 7 Myths of the United 
Methodist Church examined the concept of congregational DNA and found it as 
significant as the DNA of the human body. Though The United Methodist Church is 


known as a connectional church, individual congregations differ in many ways. 


130 


The church is souhecioual because of a common polity established in The Book 
of Disciple of the United Methodist Church. The challenge for those seeking to 
experience church growth is to determine how to change the churches’ DNA. This is why 
many people prefer to organize a new congregation than to try and revitalize a once well 
establish church that is near death. A new congregation is creating its DNA as it grows, 
while an established congregation must struggle against, we ’ve always done it that way, 
in order to do something new and different. 

A healthy congregation will have in its DNA a strong sense of evangelism, which 
is sometimes referred to as a discipleship system, and a stewardship system. Cliff 
Christopher in Not Your Parents’ Offering Plate presents the building process of 
establishing a stewardship system for new and revitalized congregations that should 
become a vital part of a congregational DNA. A healthy congregation will also have a 
desire to replicate itself which is part of the DNA. A church without a strong discipleship 
system, whether it is just getting started or has been established for many decades, is a 
church that is doomed to die. The path toward death will be a slow march starting shortly 
after the very first worship service. Eventually, the congregation will stagnant in its 
membership growth. The district superintendent will be forced to place the congregation 
on life support with financial support from the conference. The conference will provide 
this financial assistance for only a short period of time. The church will not receive 
enough finances to sustain itself for a long period of time without the congregation 
working to turn the church around. In an effort to keep the church from closing, the 
district superintendent might appoint a part-time pastor or even a retired pastor. The 


church may sell some of its fixed assets, land or even the parsonage, in an attempt to 
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sustain itself. Ultimately, the denomination’s assistance will fail and the church will be , 
closed. 

It is very difficult for the leadership of a local church, pastor or laity, to determine 
the nature of its DNA. Often it takes the assistance of someone who is not so close to the 
congregations to observe some of the major indicators of the DNA. These indicators will 
be addressed later in this foundation document. Congregations may engage in church 
growth programs, such as Natural Church Development, to determine some strengthens 
and weaknesses within the established congregation as they identify their current DNA. 
Christian A. Schwarz in The ABC’s of Natural Church Development and, Natural Church 
Development, encourage congregations to identify their minimum factor as a process to 
help them move forward. These indicators will inform an established congregation as to 
where they should concentrate their efforts to strengthen the ministry of the church. 
Without intentionality toward changing the base line DNA, these efforts seldom succeed 
in changing the DNA of the congregation in any significant way. It normally takes about 
five years before a congregation’s DNA begins to change. Church membership may grow 
but the new members will need to be assimilated into the congregation which ultimately 
means, we welcome you as a new member, but here is who we really are. New members 
will soon discover the historic DNA land minds that usually force new converts out of the 
church. Former members of the congregation will return to the church because the DNA 
has changed. They will ask themselves the question why should I come back? The 
newness of the mission of the church and its ministries will cause them to return to the 


church. Craig Kennet Miller in Next Church.Now, creating New Faith Communities 
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presents a new way of thinking about the DNA of the church through the lens of shaping 
a discipleship system. 

Appointed pastors who have a zeal for church growth are a blessing to the 
denomination. They are in essence modern day apostles. Paul Nixon in J Refuse to Lead a 
Dying Church encourages denominational and church leaders to understand that some 
pastors are called by God to be apostolic leaders. These are the people who have a fire in 
their soul that cannot be put out until they have done God’s will to start a new church or 
revitalize an existing congregation. Unfortunately, many of these pastors will be 
appointed to congregations who continue to live within their historic DNA. These blessed 
apostles will experience a difficult ministry as they struggle to move the church forward 
against the laity and lay leadership of the congregation. Often the lay leadership will 
works against the pastor’s efforts and will discourage new members who have joined 
under the influence of the pastor. These faithful apostles eventually give up on their call 
in the ministry and any efforts to grow the church. Defeated, they will simply become 
maintenance pastors. They will eventually live into the expectation of the congregation 
and simply care for the members through providing a specialty ministry of pastoral care 
to each individual. These pastors are no longer encouraged to make disciples of the 
community or work for the development of the Kingdom of God. 

The mission of The United Methodist Church is to make disciples for Jesus Christ 
for the transformation of the world. This is the reason why the church exists. This is not a 
new concept for the church. The book of Acts contains the story of the beginning of the 


church. Christian converts were given a charge to evangelize Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria 


133 


and the entire known world to make disciples - Jesus Christ. They accomplished this 
through telling the story of Jesus and of their own transformation. 

There are some similarities between new church starts and the revitalization of an 
established congregation. Yet, there is some uniqueness in new church starts that can be 
used in church revitalization. God gifted special people with the wisdom to develop new 
churches and revitalize congregations. Unfortunately, some of these gifted people have 
been appointed to serve dwindling congregations that are living in a survival mode. These 
pastors often become frustrated in their ministry and in the appointment. 

Identifying a gifted person who enjoys the challenge of starting a new church or 
working to revitalize an existing congregation is the first goal of any project. New start 
pastors, also referred to as planters, are truly apostles of Christ with an imperative in their 
souls to start new churches. They are highly focused on this ministry and most 
importantly, they love God’s people. These are individuals who have a strong prayer life 
and are willing to spread the gospel in unconventional settings. 

It is imperative that the planter have a close relationship with their denominational 
leaders. Rev. Tom Butcher in the 2008 New Church Handbook, The United Methodist 
Manual for New Church Development encourages all pastors in new church 
developments and revitalizations to strengthen their relationship with denominational 
leaders. The denominational leader will become the planter’s main support system at the 
start of the project. The planter should have an understanding with their denominational 
leader that the new church start will be a long-term appointment or an expended 
appointment. Planters need an appointment of at least five years to succeed in their work. 


The planter and the denominational leader will decide which style of new church start 
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will be used to accomplish the work. The new start could be either a parachute drop, 
satellite (second campus) site of an establish congregation or a sister relationship with 
another congregation, or even a partnership of several congregations. The denominational 
leadership, along with the congregational development staff person, will assist the planter 
in determining which community to locate the new site. 

There is a great deal of research that must be done before a community can be 
identified. It is important to determine whether the particular area has a potential for 
growth. Many communities have experienced a rapid turnover of the population because 
of the ebb and flow in the job market. 

The planter must be known in the community. For example, some areas are 
heavily populated with college students who will move out of the area when they finish 
school. Therefore, an evaluation of the population trends in the community is imperative. 
These trends can be acquired from the U.S. Census and other specific population analysis 
organizations, such as Precept. A review of these analyses will also inform the planter of 
the ethnic makeup of the area and the average economic levels within the households of 
the communities. This information will help the planter determine the target population 
for the new church. It will also help the planter start the process of developing a vision 
for the replication of the church. For example, the majority population of an area might 
be Anglo, but the population trends indicate that there will be a significant growth of 
Hispanic people moving into the area over the next few years. If the planter proceeds 
with the Anglo congregations, it would be helpful if the planter keep the Hispanic 


population in mind because it presents a possibility for a new church start as a second 
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campus ee the Hispanic community. The planter might want to change directions and 
work toward starting a Hispanic congregation because of the population trend. 

Once an area is identified for a new church start, then the real work begins. The 
planter must always remember their Call to plant a church, their love for God and God’s 
people. Jim Griffith and Bill Easum in Ten Most Common Mistakes Made by New 
Church Starts caution planters to remember the importance relationship between the 
Great Commission and the Great Commandment. The planter begins the work by going 
out into the community and meeting as many people as possible. The planter should be 
faithful to the goal of meeting as many people as possible in the area. A normal goal is to 
meet approximately twenty to twenty-five people each week. Some of the places where 
the planter can meet people are at the supermarkets, gas stations, shopping malls, civic 
and social events, and community meetings, just to name a few. 

The purpose of talking with so many people is twofold. First, the planter desires 
to introduce themselves to as many people as possible within the community. Secondly, 
the planter’s goal is to acquire as much information about the needs of the community as 
possible. The only way the planter can acquire this information is by talking with the 
community members. Sometime a planter or the denominational official will try and 
plant a church in a community without talking with the community residents. These 
plants usually fail because the foundational information about the community is based 
upon a perception of the community by an outsider and not upon actual knowledge. The 
conversations with the residents should indicate the planter’s desires to start a new church 


in the area with an emphasis to serve the community in a more decisive way. 
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The planter should collect as many names with contact ee as possible 
from the people they meet, so that they may contact them later as the church plant begins 
to take form. Some people will not want to give their name and contact information, but 
they might be willing to give the names of their friends who might be interested in the 
information the planter is sharing with people. It is also good for the planter to get as 
many email addresses as possible. This will make it very easy for the planter to share 
information about the church or even community events sponsored by the new plant that 
might interest those who were not ready to join the church. The referrals from those who 
were interested in the information shared by the planter are very important. When the 
planter begins to establish small groups, people are more likely to attend if a family 
member or a friend is a part of the group. 

The planter should talk with the police commander in the areas, the beat officer 
and all the politicians from the area. These individuals will be able to share the civic 
needs of the community. The police will be able to help identify the specific needs 
affecting individuals within the community. They know the problem areas of the 
community and the needs of the people who are living in the areas. This group of people 
can also inform the planter of events where the planter might be able to meet more people 
to share information about a possible church plant in the area and the specific ministries 
to the community. 

One mistake some planters make is trying to start a new church without 
communicating with other churches in the area of the same denomination. Unfortunately, 
some established congregations would work against a new church start in the community 


because they are afraid that members in their congregation will be drawn to the new 
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church start. Planters can allay many of these fears through a conversation with the 
pastors of these congregations. The planter’s information about the targeted population 
and the specific ministries that they will bring to the area can possibly relieve the fears of 
pastors to the extent that pastor might even share their inactive members list with the 
planter. If the mind of the area pastors cannot be changed, then it is better for the planter 
to identify another area for the church start. 

The planter will take the list of needs and concerns received from those they 
spoke with and compile a specific list of the communities’ needs. This information can 
be further refined as small groups are established to discuss the future of the start. This 
analysis will become the initial vision for the new church plant. Once the planter and the 
small groups have developed the initial vision, then it is time to share the vision with the 
people who showed the most interest in the planter’s dream for a new church. Always 
remember, a vision without a task is simply a dream. More will be shared about the 
relationship between vision and a dream later. 

A meeting should be scheduled with all those who indicated that they would be 
interested in the ministry of the new church start. During this meeting, the planter will 
share the analysis of the community and the initial vision for the new church. The group 
will discuss the planter’s analysis and vision to further develop ideas and concern about 
the mission and ministry vision of the new church. 

Small groups will become the foundation for the new church plant. Larry Osborne 
in Sticky Church agreed that if a church is going to grow, whether as a new church start 
or a church revitalization, it must be composed of small groups to strengthen and 


encourage the membership. The purpose of the small groups is to support one another, 
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recruit others to the Gna and share updated information about the ministry 
development. The group will also engage in bible study and establish a system of mutual 
spiritual support. These groups will meet at lease weekly to provide consistency in the 
development of their relationship with each other. The groups could meet in individual’s 
homes or work places, and are open to all who come. Each group member should be 
encouraged to bring someone else to the meeting. This will begin the process of 
establishing a healthy discipleship system within the new church start as a part of its 
DNA. 

Small group leaders will join the group leader’s training sessions with the pastor. 
The pastor will encourage the trained planters to identify and train at least two other 
people in their group to be leaders. They must train two more leaders from within their 
group with the expectation that these new leaders will split the group and start new 
groups. This process continues to replicate itself as the numbers of groups grow. The 
small group leaders are people who have been identified and trained by the planter. The 
nature of tithing and caring for financial gifts will be taught to the group leaders to share 
with their group members. These leaders will be required to engage in a covenant of 
commitment to the new church start. 

Group leaders will meet with the planter at least once a week. When the small 
group gets to a certain size, the small group leader will encourages the small group to 
split and start another group. These small groups will also develop the concept of healthy 
stewardship. The planter might meet periodically with all the small groups at one 


gathering to discuss the vision and development of the new plant. These meeting should 
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not be weekly at this time. It is important that the small groups do not feel ke a church 
until they have reached the number of people desired for the launch of the church. 

In essence, these small groups are developing the DNA for the new church start. 
As indicated earlier, small groups work toward developing a healthy discipleship system 
and a healthy stewardship system. The process of replication is a part of the group’s 
DNA. 

A healthy stewardship system begins with the knowledge that tithing is the 
recognized form of giving in the bible. The bible says, “Bring the whole tithe into the 
storehouse, that there may be food in my house.””° Many people are confused about the 
nature of tithing and particularly those who are un-churched. People need to be taught to 
give a portion of the tithe if they are not accustomed to giving a full tithe. There are 
various charts to help people move from their current giving level to the ten percent tithe. 
People who are experienced tithers must share their stories of their blessings because they 
tithe. Clif Christopher in Not Your Parents’ Offering Plate, a New Vision for Financial 
Stewardship, helps church leadership and congregations understand the nature of tithing 
and how church leadership should respond to financial gifts. 

Church planters and pastors should not be afraid to challenge their congregation 
to give. The church needs funds to accomplish its mission. Those funds primarily come 
from the congregation members. Many congregations suffer in their mission and ministry 
because of the lack of funds. Church planters must be bold in their effort to raise funds 
for the new church. The reality is that it will take some time before the planter will have 


enough people to establish a significant financial foundation for the new plant. The 


36 Mal. 3:10a (NRSV). 
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planter will need to ask for funds as they accomplish their initial work. The ministry will 
need even more funds as they get closer to the launch. The planter should be bold enough 
to ask for donated space for their work if funds are not available. People are willing to 
give if they are provided an opportunity to give. This is why it is so important to get to 
know as many people as possible. Some people may never join the ministry but they will 
give toward a vision that they believe in. Do not be afraid to ask for in-kind donations. 

The planter and small group leadership will continue to work on the vision. Dick 
Wills said, “A vision is what God wants you to do and be. But there is more. If a vision is 
to be more than an empty dream, it needs a task.”>’ “A task needs to have a vision — a 
vision that is not where you are now, but where God wants you to be. A vision is what 
makes the task exciting and alive with purpose. Without a vision, a task is just 
drudgery.”°* 

The task of a vision is to establish the process that is needed to reach the 
objectives of the church. The planter must always remember that God is the one who 
gave the vision of the church plant. As the vision begins to take shape, the planter must 
guard against well meaning participants trying to move the vision into areas that God has 
not directed the plant. This might cause some hard feeling among some people but if they 
choose to leave the group, then let them go. It is imperative that the church plant continue 
in the direction that God will have it develop. The planter must place in the DNA of the 
plant a desire to guard against any special interest concerns of individuals who have their 


own ideas for the plant. It is better to lose people at the start of the plant than to allow 


37 Dick Wills, Walking to God’s Dream (Tennessee: Abingdon Press 1999) 16. 
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them to remain and become ineaneepineed within the congregation because they cannot 
get their way. 

Small groups are encouraged to establish a covenant of membership with each 
person. This covenant is important because it will challenge new members to become 
committed to the church start. The membership will commit to be present at the church 
every Sunday with the exception of vacations and illness. They will commit to tithe 
weekly to the church. The small groups should make every effort to provide ways for 
people to give to the plant, even through electronic giving. 

Craig Kennet Miller in the 2008 New Church Handbook, The United Methodist 
Manual for New Church Development, caution planters and pastors to allow time for the 
Holy Spirit to work in the life of congregation members and the planter. Church planting 
and revitalization is a slow process. It will usually take nine months to a year before the 
planter is ready to consider a date for the launch. There is a great deal of preparation that 
needs to be completed before the plant is ready for the launch. The planter needs to 
identify a small group of people who can be organized into a launch team. The launch 
team should be composed of people who are truly committed to the plant. This group will 
meet to discuss the launch date and develop the style of worship desired for the new 
plant. The planter should do everything possible to make sure that the launch team does 
not see itself as a church administrative council. 

The planter should engage the launch team in a discussion about worship 
experiences that already exist in the community. The purpose of these reviews is for the 
launch team to determine what is working in other churches that they might be 


considered for inclusion in their worship experience. Ideally, the group will experience a 
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number of church visits before they decide what style of worship will best be experienced 
in the new plant. The group should go together and sit together so the entire team 
experiences the worship together. They need to keep an open mind and observe as much 
as they can. Following worship, the group should meet over a meal to discuss the worship 
experience before it is forgotten. The launch team should attempt to identify what they 
think are the strengths and weaknesses in the worship experience. The Launch team 
should visit at least five or six worship experiences. 

When the launch team finally designs the style of worship that they feel will work 
best for them, and then the group should practice the worship style with all of the small 
groups in a common gathering. These practice worship events should not take place every 
week. The planter should guard against any impression that the church plant has formally 
started. The initial design of the worship will probably change several times before the 
group finalized the worship experience. 

It is a serious mistake for a church to launch too soon. If there is a pre-mature 
launch, the church will never reach its desired goal of membership strength. The launch 
team must decide on what is a critical mass before they launch. If they do not, the church 
will simply remain at the level of the launch attendance and begin to decrease. This 
mistake will cause the church to experience a slow death because the young church had 
not reached its full potential before the leadership team decided to launch. It is at this date 
that the church begins to die. 

It is important for the launch team and the planter to remember why a specific 
worship service was designed. As the church plant grows and begins to worship on a 


weekly basis, it will learn that some of the things that were observed in other 
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congregations will not work in the new plant. The leadership team will determine which 
items in the worship are no longer important and do not fulfill the mission and ministry 
_ focus of the church. 

It is also important that the congregation understand that changes in the worship 
experience are a part of the plant’s DNA. An openness to change in the worship 
experience is very important to any church plant. 

The planter must remember that it is destructive to the life of the church if radical 
changes occur within the worship experience. For example, if a new church was started 
with an emphasis on country western music as a major part of the worship and the planter 
decided to change the music presentation to a more classical style, the planter might see a 
significant decline in the attendance. This decline will be the results of the change in 
music style, which was the one thing that brought people into the church. The church will 
no longer meet the desires of the congregation who joined because of country western 
music. The planter should allow some changes in the worship, but once the worship is 
established, then these variations in worship should take place on days of special or 
significant events. 

Remember that replication within the DNA of the congregation is one of the 
strands of the new DNA. When the church reached a significant number of attendees, 
then the pastor should begin the process of starting a second campus. This will allow the 
church to continue its growth as it moves into another community and make room for 
new people to join the current church. The second campus might be a specific ministry to 
another ethnic group or to an area that is under served by any other religious 


denomination. Select a number of members to attend the second campus who are 
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committed to expanding the ministry of the parent ceareh They should commit 
themselves to remain in service with the new church for at least one year, giving their 
total service to the new church. The replication of the church plant also provides room for 
new members to join the parent church. 

The planter should not be pushed by the denominational leader or the leadership 
of the congregation to establish a formal church structure too soon. The church should 
wait until its fifth year before establishing a formal structure. The administrative 
leadership of the church should be composed of a small group of people usually five to 
eight people. You do not want this group of people to feel like they are a formal church 
council. The planter should be careful with those who seek out leadership positions. 
These people are usually trouble makers moving from church to church. The planter 
cannot cater to the will of these individual members. It is better to invite these people to 
leave the church than to allow them to change the focus of the ministry. 

One of the commonalities that will exist between the new church starts and a 
revitalization of an established church is marketing. The leadership of both initiatives 
should consider how the church will be marketed. This is an important issue in all 
denominations. The notion that says, If we build it, they will come, has proven not to 
always be true. There have been some exceptions, but church revitalization does not 
always occur simply because there is a new building. Currently, people locate a 
worshipping community through print and electronic media. The church needs to be 
intentional in its effort to reach people and to let people know that they exist. The planter 
should be knowledgeable of which electronic media that best addresses the need of the 


new plant. For example, if the new church is focusing on middle age adults and young 
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adults, the planter will want to use Facebook and Twitter. If the focus is on teenagers and 
children, then the planter wants to use MySpace. 

It has been said by people in the church growth movement that the process of 
revitalizing an established congregation is the most difficult form of church growth. The 
foundation of this problem is in the nature of the DNA within the congregation. Usually 
these have been churches that have been experiencing a slow death. The leadership of the 
church considered the church to be in survival mode. Most of these congregations cannot 
see the end of the tunnel of their despair and depression. They were once a strong vibrant 
congregation who engaged in significant ministry throughout the community and the 
world. These congregations had large Sunday schools with many children attending each 
week. The sanctuaries were almost full every Sunday with outstanding choirs and music. 
They enjoyed the life of a very successful church. These congregations were primarily 
neighborhood churches. The majority of the membership walked to the church. This 
made it easy for children to attend weekly activities. On most Sunday mornings, 
congregations would be composed of several generations of one family worshipping in 
one church. 

Many communities have changed because of the economic shift in society and 
ethnic changes. The movement of significant employment opportunities from the central 
city to the suburbs and even out of state caused established communities to change. Well- 
established congregations began to see a slow decline in their membership and finances 
as the population shifts occurred. These congregations usually worship in very large 


facilities which were well maintained. When congregations began to decline, their 
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magnificent buildings began to show the neglect of a congregation who no longer have 
the financial resources to maintain the physical plant. 

Lower income ethnic people eventually move into once strong communities and 
became members of small Anglo congregations who were struggling to maintain these 
large physical plants. As African Americans joined these Anglo congregations, the same 
white flight that was experienced in many communities was also experienced in the 
church. Anglo members soon left these congregations and these large church plants 
became the responsibility of small ethnic groups who could not afford to maintain these 
buildings. The buildings continued to deteriorate around its African American 
membership. Pastoral appointment shifted from full-time to part-time or student 
appointments. Middle class African Americans, who initially joined these dying 
churches, soon moved to more financially stable African American congregations. Many 
of these congregations declined to the extent that they were forced to close and yet others 
tried to remain faithful with a few members who are slowly losing the battle between 
caring for their pastor and maintaining the building. These congregations realize that they 
need to be revitalized or redeveloped. Some of these congregations have asked for 
revitalization or redevelopment and the question that they must face is whether they are 
truly willing to experience change. 

Many of the foundational items mentioned above for the new church start also are 
held in common with church revitalization. For the purpose of discussion, the word 
revitalization is also known as redevelopment and restart. These congregations are trying 


to restart with a remnant of a group of people who are in a survival mode. 
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Revitalization of a congregation begins when the congregation decides that they 
are willing to continue and experience the trauma of growth within the church. Some 
congregations seek out evangelism tools to implement in the life of the congregations, 
such as Natural Church Development. Other pastors attend church growth workshop to 
gather the gimmicks about church growth. They learn the various styles of church growth 
during these seminars. Yet, others seek out models used by some of the larger churches, 
such as willow Creek and Saddle Back to implement in their congregation to iagpire 
church growth. Congregations that are seeking growth should be cautious about using 
established models and particularly those from the larger churches. It is important that 
each congregation determine what is needed to assist the church in its growth with the 
community. Gordon McDonald in Who Stole My Church, What to do when the church 
you Love tries to enter the Twenty-First Century, examines the trauma experienced by a 
congregation when they realized that the church was changing to meet the needs of the 
current generation. 

The pastor who begins the journey toward church revitalization must be willing to 
change the current focus of the churches’ ministry. When a congregation settles down 
into a maintenance mode they then develop certain expectation of the pastor. 
Unfortunately, many pastors move away from their calling and the Great Commission, to 
individual care of the congregational members. When pastors focus their attention toward 
church growth and away from the direct pastoral care of the membership, many 
congregants will begin to undermine the growth efforts of the church. The pastor must 
decide whether it is more important to be loved by the membership or to fulfill the Great 


Commission. Pastors are to be faithful to the Great Commission. “And Jesus came and 
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spoke to them, saying, all authority has been given to me in heaven and on earth. Go 
therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all things that I have 
commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age. Amen.””” It is 
important that the pastoral focus is clear. The Great Commission is the primary focus of 
any ministry. The Great Commission is the task of God’s vision for the church. 

Congregations, who are in a survival mode, have turned their pastoral ministries 
away from loving neighbor to a pastoral care ministry only for the members. They feel 
that the pastor cannot split his/her time with any other person other than the few 
surviving members of the congregation. These members will fall out of love with the 
pastor and begin to act out in negative ways if the pastor tries to recruit new members 
into the church. Each pastor must be strong to remember that God called them to make 
disciples for Jesus Christ and not to focus only on the individual needs of specific 
members. Sometimes people will withhold their offerings to get the pastor’s attention or 
even start unfounded rumors about the pastor. Pastors must remember that they have to 
rise above these issues in order to be successful in revitalization. 

The goal of revitalization is to strengthen the church by changing the focus of its 
ministry, establish a healthy discipleship system, a healthy stewardship system and 
possibly a sense of replication. When a church decides to move from survival to growth, 
the pastor should begin talking with the membership in small groups to share a vision for 
growth. Scott McConnell in Mult-Site Churches, Guidance for the Movement’s Next 
Generation, encourages congregations who are healthy and strong to move toward 


establishing other Faith Communities. Unlike the new start pastor who gathers names of 


39 Matt. 28: 18-20 (NRSV). 


149 


people, who might be jnietested in the future ministry, pastors need to concentrate their 
effort for revitalization with those who demonstrate an interest in the redevelopment. 
This will be a small group much like the launch team. The pastor will need to continue to 
be aware of those members who are serious about revitalization while understanding that 
the older members might be following out of love for the pastor. 

This small group will meet often with the pastor to discuss ways of determining 
the needs of the community. Usually congregations who need to be revitalized have lost 
touch with the community as the congregation turned inward. It is helpful for the 
congregation to invite a church growth specialist to meet with the leadership team and 
discuss some of the churches’ issues that caused the stagnation of the congregation. The 
congregation should strive to reconnect with the community and respond to the needs 
within that community. 

The small group can assist the pastor in determining the churches’ assets and 
fiscal needs that will be important to the revitalization. This knowledge will help the 
development team become aware of the repair and maintenance that will be needed to 
make the church friendlier. It will determine the need for establishing a stewardship 
system. The team needs to determine which community organization and former 
relationships the church had before the church turned inward and moved away from its 
mission field. 

The development team will begin with assessing the current life and position of 
the local church. This will be the starting point from which the revitalization will take 
place. Often congregations develop programs that are annual events of which they never 


evaluate even though these programs have not been successful for years. Assessments of 
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the current position of the church will, in essence, force the development team to evaluate 
the entire ministry of the church. 

The group will evaluate the worship experience including the music, the sermons 
and the choir. Music is very important in any church especially in a revitalized 
sonsrepation: Music must meet the current desires of the majority of the church 
membership. The development team should know the median age of the congregation 
and the average budget. If there are any ideas that arise from the evaluation regarding 
changes to the worship experience, the team should be willing to receive these ideas as a 
part of the vision. 

The development team will examine the leadership strengths of the pastor and the 
lay leadership. These strengths should be discussed in terms as to how they connect with 
the people in the community and congregations. It is through these strengths that the 
people will be motivated to develop a more decisive stewardship system. The group 
should also examine the areas where the church needs to experience growth. The team 
must be honest with each other as they talk about growth in leadership, sermon 
development, preaching style, worship including the music and choir, and even the 
involvement of media as a part of the worship event. One question the church should ask 
itself is what role does worship play in connecting with people. Is there a willingness to 
change? All of this will affect the congregation’s DNA. 

There are a number of key issues that must be addressed as the development team 
does its work. The team should focus on creating a basic congregational system. An 
understanding of family systems will enhance the leadership team’s ability to develop a 


strong congregational system. Roberta M. Gilbert, M.D., in The Eight Concepts of Bowen 
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Theory, A New Way of Thinking about The Individual and The Group, gives the bench 
marks to understand the key issues with the congregational family system. This system 
will help with the change. Some congregations have discovered that getting smaller can 
lead to getting larger. They have moved back to the Wesleyan Class Leader system to 
care for the congregation. If the pastor is going to focus on revitalization more than 
caring for the specific needs of the membership, then a system must be establish that will 
care for the current membership and their individual needs. Pastors who have established 
these small groups will discover that the membership will gladly care for each other and 
only refer significant membership needs to the pastor. These small groups should be 
encouraged to grow beyond their initial setup. The leaders of these groups will be trained 
by the pastor and taught how to disciple others into the group. The group leader will have 
the responsibility of training two new leaders within their group, so that when the group 
is large enough, it can split into another group or two. These groups will also be an easy 
forum for information sharing and challenges for church growth. 

Coaching is a significant asset to the church. Pastors should be willing to 
experience coaching to help with church growth. Coaching should cover an adequate 
length of time so that it will assist the pastor in the revitalization of the church. Coaching 
could be in person and over the telephone after its initial meeting. The coach might be 
able to introduce the pastor to other specialists in the area of church growth to help the 
pastor with specific needs. 

The lay leadership should also be trained in the process of church revitalization. 
This pool of leadership should come from the new members in the congregation and not 


the leadership that has been serving the church for many years. It is important that the 
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pastor establish a small group, which will be cst by the pastor, composed of the new 
members. This is not an exclusive group, but it is a group that the pastor will know and 
have a relationship with and one who can dialogue about the pastor’s vision. 

The older members or the older leadership has not affected this group. The 
leadership training should span at least two years. As the church grows, the leadership 
can be modified to meet the changing needs of the church. 

The development team can identify people who are willing to work as staff within 
the church and who are willing to help the church in its growth process. Staff is very 
important if the church is serious about church growth. Even if the staff is unpaid when it 
starts, if there is a possibility that the position might become a paid position in the future, 
then the volunteer should be made aware of this and that they will become regular staff. 

As indicated earlier, music is very important within the church and particular in 
the worship experience. Most congregations will need a drummer and a lead musician. 
The musical compliment should match the needs of the new community. The style of 
music must fulfill the expectations of the new congregation. The question, which the 
development team must ask is, how can church attract other musicians? Does the ethos of 
our current musical staff and music attract musicians? Many musicians will volunteer 
their services if they know that eventually they will be compensated for this service to the 
church when the church is stronger. 

Like the new church start, marketing of the revitalized congregation is most 
important. The use of electronic media can be used to share a great deal of information 
throughout the church and community. Many younger people initially locate their place 


of worship through the Internet. 
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The development team should wrestle with the question, what makes their church 
different or unique from other churches in the area? What is the specialty that people will 
encounter when they visit their church? What can the church do to reach younger people? 
The church needs to review the language that it uses. The language of the worship should 
also reflect the desire to interest young people in the church. 

The challenge of the church is how the older members will change so that the 
church can reach younger people. The older members need to remember that it is not 
about age, it is about a mindset. The main emphasis of the church is how you 
communicate with young people. Young people want to know Jesus. The church needs to 
be able to communicate to the youthful culture through CDs, DVDs and etc. The leaders 
of the church should learn to communicate on Facebook, Twitter, and MySpace. 

The pastor should preach about what the church should look like. The emphasis of 
the church should be upon the Great Commandment, “Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, 
the Lord is one. Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and 
with your entire mind and with all your strength. The second is this: 'Love your neighbor 
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as yourself. There is no commandment greater than these,""" as the Great Commission 


becomes the task of our work. 


“° Mark 12:30-31 (NRSV). 


CHAPTER FOUR 


METHODOLOGY 


The hypothesis of the project is that African Americans churches which have not 
reach the point of no return, can be revitalized. Revitalization can occur with a large 
infusion of new people over a short period of time. This infusion will change the DNA of 
the congregation and destroy the historic barriers that prevented church growth. 
Revitalization can occur when: 1) the leadership is committed to work toward 
revitalization, 2) the mission of the church is refocused upon the community, 3) a healthy 
discipleship system is developed to increase and sustain membership, 4) a healthy 
stewardship system is established, and 5) the church seeks to replicate itself. 

The title of this project is, “Urban/Suburban Church Revitalization in the African 
American Context Thinking outside the Box yet Staying in the Book.” This title was 
selected because the District Superintendent served congregations in both the urban 
environment and in suburbia. Many books have been written about new church growth, 
but the subject of church revitalization is still being explored. Hopefully, this project with 
suggest a new approach to revitalization. The field experience will occur at the Faith 
United Methodist Church in Dolton, Illinois. 

The challenge of the District Superintendent is to determine why African 
American United Methodist Churches cannot reach non-churched people. Statistically, 
less than one percent of the African American population in Chicago and Dolton are 
members of a United Methodist Church. An analysis of the statistics of the Chicago 


Southern District would indicate a number of things. First, it appeared that African 
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Americans on the south side of Chicago are not interested in The United 
Methodist Church. This assumption would cause one to question why African Americans 
are not interested in The United Methodist Church. The African American population in 
Chicago and Dolton is quite large. African Americans are passionate about the church 
and their personal Christian involvement. Secondly, it appears that the leadership of the 
church, both lay and clergy might be the problem. Thirdly, perhaps the political structure 
of the city hinders the spread of United Methodism throughout the African American 
community. 

As the District Superintendent of the Chicago Southern District, significant 
growth is expected through the leader of the pastor at Faith United Methodist Church in 
Dolton, Illinois. The membership hemorrhage of this church must stop and new life 
grafted upon it. This can only occur when pastors leave the comfort their offices and 
begin to work in the community with the residents. If a pastor cares for the people, the 
church can turn around. The hemorrhage can be stopped though small group ministries, 
strong preaching and excellent music. 

Faith United Methodist Church in Dolton is a congregation on the Chicago 
Southern District. It is the responsibility of the District Superintendent to meet with Faith 
United Methodist Church annually to discuss it membership growth and ministry plans 
for the future. Each pastor is required to meet with the superintendent during the summer 
to discuss their leadership plans and goals to strengthen the congregation. 

The city of Dolton experienced significant growth in population within the 
African Americans community over the past few decades. The total population of Dolton 


is 23,678. African Americans represent eighty-five percent of the population or 20,079 
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people. The number of non-faith involved people in the city is 5,920. The total 
membership of Faith United Methodist Church is one hundred fifty. The 2008 average 
worship attendance is forty people. The church facility is ground level and relatively well 
maintained. It was built in the early 1970’s. There are 5,992 African Americans 
worshipping in United Methodist Churches on the Chicago Southern District. 

The District Superintendent continues to wrestle with the question of what can the 
church do to stop the serious decline in membership. People still need the church as they 
experience Han in their lives. The church continues to be the center of activities in many 
African American Communities; yet the church continues to decline. 

African Americans began to join Faith United Methodist Church during the civil 
rights movement of the last 1960’s and early 1970’s. These individuals were primarily 
middle class people. The communities around the church changed from Euro-Americans 
to African American. The economic level of the African American residents changed as 
the community continued to change. Upper middle class African Americans relocated out 
of the community and lower middle income people moved in. 

The problem with this congregation is common to many African American 
churches, declining membership and declining financial resources. The pastors and lay 
leadership struggle with congregations that are maintenance minded and inward focused. 
The majority of the active membership is composed of aging people who boast of 
relationships with the church for over forty or fifty years. These aging congregations 
tightly control the leadership opportunities within the church and limit the ministry and 


mission that the church offers to the surrounding community. 
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The lay members of the congregations, though worshipping each week, 
experience a state of low self-esteem because of the spiritual despair they feel when they 
think of what the church us-to-be. This despair will limit their willingness to try and 
reach outside of the church into the community to provide mission to their neighbors. The 
Faith United Methodist Church had little desire to share the gospel with their neighbor 
other than opening the church for space sharing opportunities which brought money into 
the church. Most church members feel safe within the walls of the church as they keep 
the community out, even though they ask for new and younger members to join their 
church. The problem is that they feel it is their church and not God’s church. 

A study of the local churches in the Chicago Metropolitan area would reveal 
information about some of the problems that block new residents from seeking 
membership. The first realization is that many of the new residents hold membership 
within congregations outside of the community of their residence. Often they retain 
membership in their current congregations and drive over a half hour or more to reach 
their current church. They remain in their current religious community because of family 
relationships, significant involvement in the church or because their home church had a 
significant impact upon their lives. The second realization is that church programming no 
longer meet the needs of this new population. Often the church maintained well 
established programs that sustained their ministry over the past few decades. In essence, 
the church memberships continues to think that they are still living out the mission of 
their church because they have not realized that their original mission is completed and 
the present population no longer needs the original mission which influenced the 


establishment of the church by the previous generation. Seldom will a congregation move 
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very far from the mission that was used to initiate the original purpose fot the church. 
When a congregation studies the needs of the current community, with the communities’ 
involvement in the study, then there is a possibility for growth. 

The primary work of a District Superintendent is a ministry of supervision. This 
requires the District Superintendent to be more concerned about interpersonal 
relationships within the church as it relates to the pastor and whether the work of ministry 
is going forth within a congregation. The District Superintendent might receive reports 
regarding the dreams and visions of a pastor but often these reports are not identified as a 
reason to retain the pastor or as a sign of positive growth. Often an appointment change 
will take place in a church that was growing and the church suffered because of the 
removal of the visionary pastor. The congregation must have a clear vision of its future so 
that if the pastor is appointed to another congregation, the vision can continue under the 
leadership of another pastor with the assistance of the laity. 

Jesus Christ was crucified so that all people might have an opportunity to have a 
spiritual relationship with the triune God. The disciples were given a directive from Jesus 
to go and make disciples. This great commission was given in Matthew 28:18-20, “Jesus, 
undeterred, went right ahead and gave his charge: ‘God authorized and commanded me to 
commission you: Go out and train everyone you meet, far and near, in this way of life, 
marking them by baptism in the threefold name: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Then 
instruct them in the practice of all I have commanded you. I’Il be with you as you do this, 
day after day after day, right up to the end of the age.”’ The disciples demonstrated their 
faithfulness to God’s instruction in Acts 2 and 3, when the Holy Spirit was received by 
the disciples and Peter began to preach the gospel. Over 3,000 people were added to the 


1 Matt. 28:18-20 (MSG). 
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church because of the disciple’s message. The good news of Jesus’ life and mission was 
spread across Asia Minor and people continued to establish a spiritual relationship with 
God. 

The message of Jesus was received by the rich and the poor. People in every level 
of public leadership accepted the redeeming grace of Jesus Christ. The apostle Paul 
became the greatest spokesperson for Jesus beginning in the middle of the book of Acts 
and continuing throughout the many cities of Asia Minor. In Isaiah 53, the prophet 
foretold of the existence of a messiah who would reconcile the broken relationship of 
humanity with God through the death of this divine Lamb of God. Isaiah said in Isa. 53:5, 
“But he was wounded for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the 
punishment that made us whole, and by his bruises we are healed.”” 

The decline in church membership could be one symptom of the spiritual despair 
that churches realize when they find themselves in a downward spiral toward death. The 
author’s assumption is that if pastors and laity restore their love for Christ and Christ’s 
church, then congregations can turn around and experience growth. John the Revelator, in 
chapters two and three of the book of Revelation challenged the seven churches of Asia 
Minor to reflect upon their current relationship with God so they could have an 
opportunity to turn away from their current actions and re-establish a relationship with 
God. One of the seven churches was the Church of Laodicea. This church closely reflects 
the decline of the modern church. Revelation 3:15-16 sums up what happened to the 


African American church, “I know your works; you are neither cold nor hot. I wish that 


? Isaiah 53:5 (NRSV). 
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you were either cold or hot. So, becuse you are lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, I am 
about to spit you out of my mouth.” 

The bible presents a process of spiritual renewal needed for church revitalization 
in Acts 2:46-47. “Day by day, as they spent much time together in the temple, they broke 
bread at home and ate their food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and having 
the goodwill of all the people. And day by day the Lord added to their number those who 
were being saved.”“These two verses encouraged the leaders of the churches, both lay 
and clergy to strengthen themselves spiritually as preparation for church growth. The 
leaders worship, prayed, and strengthen their understanding of God while in the temple. 
They shared their knowledge with others in small groups in their homes through 
relationships and praise of God. The results of their faithfulness were church growth. The 
leaders of the church must first strengthen their relationship with God and be open to the 
outpouring of God’s blessings upon the church. 

Theologians across the Christian church have written extensive volumes on 
humanity’s relationship with God and the processes needed to restore that relationship. 
The United Methodist Church began a significant process of church growth in 2005. The 
theologians and leaders of the church have engaged in extensive conversations about 
evangelism and church growth. The United Methodist Church and other major 
denominations have experienced a gradual decline in membership of the past few 
decades. The Bishops of The United Methodist Church developed a program known as 
Path I to call the entire denomination into a mission of church growth. This growth was 
not simply to be a growth for numbers sake, but it was a growth to spread the gospel with 


3 Rev. 3:15-16 (NRSV). 


* Acts 2:46-47 (NRSV). 


161 


a watershed effect resulting in membership growth. The goal of Path 1 is to establish six 
hundred and fifty new faith communities. 

The United Methodist Church is only one denomination that has recognized the 
need to do something about membership lost. Christendom recognized that the current 
style of worship no longer meets the needs of the worshipers in 2009. These theologians 
established the foundation of their work using the book of Acts, as well as Ephesians and 
Romans. The theologians identified church growth from four basic dimensions: spiritual 
life, Christian fellowship and prayer, Christian service and growth in numbers. It is 
believed that it is in God’s will that the church should grow and spread. The theological 
base upon which revitalization and new church development can take place is the 
perception that the church is an agent of outreach and reconciliation, and also, to perceive 
the church as faithful to our Lord’s command to go and make new disciples and build 
new faith communities. 

Other theologians have reflected more directly upon the emotional needs of the 
soul and discussed the nature of Han in the black community. One ought not to think 
about African American church growth without talking about the nature of the wounds 
that have been inflicted upon this population. We must also care for the younger 
generations who have loss their way upon the road of life. The low self-esteem of our 
youth can be seen across the ethnic spectra. The church must again become the healing 
station for a nation. 

Several theologians and theoretical resources were used to support this document. 
First, there is a reflection upon the writings of Dr. James Cone. Cone focused his 


theological perspectives upon the African American culture. Cone developed a 
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“eolGnical perspective that spans from the African American slave experience to the 
theological importance of the Black Church. He questioned the nature of many of the 
issues that impact African Americans and tried to present a rational reason why God 
would allow God’s children to experience these situations. He also gives an extensive 
theological view of the Black church. One might believe that Cone’s theology would be a 
little outdated, but after reading some of his works, the author is assured that his material 
is still relevant when you think about the African American church. 

The use Edward and Anne Wimberley’s material to reflect upon the social ills of 
the black community was very informative. The Wimberley’s works uses a theological 
approach to pastoral care and counseling. If the church 1s going to reach out into the 
community, it needs to know how to address the Han within the black family. Scripture is 
the foundation of their work as they approach relational issues between individuals in the 
community and their relationships with God and the church. The church becomes more 
than just a place of worship, but it is a place where personal relationships are worked out 

and people are allowed to express support for each other through fellowship. 

Paul Nixon, Dick Wills, Jim Griffith, Bill Easum, and Carlyle Fielding Stewart HI 
are just a few authors in the area of new church starts and church revitalization. Dick 
wills and Carlyle Fielding Steward III are authors who write about church revitalization 
and strengthening existing congregations. New church start books are also good resources 

-of church revitalization because some of the materials can be used to help revitalize an 
established congregation. Paul Nixon and Dick Wills are theoretical text which will walk 
the reader through an overview of a process that was used to revitalize their 


congregations. They also share some of the pitfall that they encountered in the process. 
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One of these pitfalls were church members who Saboraed the revitalization process to 
the extent of forcing new members out of the church. 

Jim Griffith and Bill Easum are nationally known in their work as new church 
starters and church consultants. These two authors have started a number of 
congregations. They feel that their ministry is to start strong congregations, who have a 
strong healthy discipleship system and have a desire to replicate themselves. These 
authors are successful pastors in the ministry of church revitalization and new church 
starts. 

Another guide that is helpful in church revitalization is The United Methodist 
Manual of New Church Development from the New Church Leaders Institute. The 
manual is primarily designed for new churches but it has a lot of information that can be 
used to assist in the revitalization of an existing congregation. The United Methodist 
Church is concerned about revitalization even though they have identified that it is easier 
to start a new church than to revitalize an established congregation. This manual is the 
result of contributors who are well experienced in church growth, both new church starts 
and church revitalization. The manual gives a step by step approach that involves the 
pastor and laity in every step of growth. The model used in this manual assist the laity in 
taking shared ownership of their revitalization that will result in a transformed 
congregation. 

The problem of membership decline is an issue within the denomination. Faith 
United Methodist Church experienced a merger to try and increase its members and stop 


the membership decline. Unfortunately, the membership continued to decline. 
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The merger of the Methodist Church in 1968 with the Evangelical United 
Brethren church was the first merger in the denomination creating The United Methodist 
Church. The second merger was a merger to desegregate the United Methodist Church. 
This was the merger of the Central Jurisdiction into The United Methodist Church. The 
denominational records show that within a short period of time after these mergers the 
membership within the denomination started to decline and fewer new congregations 
were started. 

After a few decades of loss, the bishops within The United Methodist Church 
challenged local congregations to accept the direction of the Great Commission. The 
bishops wrote books on how to stem the decline and restore the loss in membership. 
Consultants were engaged to train individuals and congregations in the various methods 
of evangelism in an attempt to encourage church growth. The denomination also 
established a series of national campaigns designed to bring people into the church. 
Themes such as Vision 2000, and Igniting Ministries were used to encourage pastors and 
laity to think outside of the box and open their doors to welcome new people into their 
congregation. A few years ago, the denominational theme was open hearts, open minds, 
open doors. Now the theme is Rethink Church. All of these programs were established 
with a full training schedule and printed resources to help each congregation reverse their 
membership loss and experience significant growth. 

The problem with membership loss on the local level is that people did not prevail 
themselves to the training that the denomination offered to help stop the hemorrhage of 
membership. Some people attended the training but had difficulties implementing the 


programs when they returned to their local church. The denomination usually requests a 
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team of people from the local shiireti to attend these events including the pastor. If the 
church was fully represented at these events then it would be much easier to start a 
discipleship program. 

In addition to church leadership not attending the training events, the leaders must 
work with the resistance of the older members. Church leaders tried to think of every 
situation that might generate church revitalization and growth, but the one major problem 
that the leadership had to cope with was the resistance of aging members who refused to 
change. In essence, this is a resistance by the membership resisted because of a perceived 
change in the churches’ current DNA. The membership really like the church the way it 
is, therefore struggling with a handful of faithful members to keep the church open while 
talking about how it use to be. 

The question asked by the District Superintendent was, “what efforts can a 
struggling church do to maintain its membership and what can the District Superintendent 
do to assist pastors and laity in a process of revitalization of their congregation.” This 
project will give the author some tools to help the clergy on his district to decrease and/or 
stop membership loss. The results of this project will give some insights as to how to 
spark membership growth which encourages a congregation to replicate. 

The design of this project is very different. Church leadership was increased with 
the addition of a co-pastor who will have the responsibility of coaching the main pastor. 
This person is an experienced new church starter who is also knowledgeable about 
church revitalization. The assignment of a co-pastor/coach will give the church a better 
chance to succeed in the church turn around. A coach can first of all approach the 


situation with a fresh eye on the congregation. The major problem that prevents a church 
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from growing is the church itself. A coach can observe the nature of the congregation and 
make recommendations as to how the church can operate in a more graceful fashion. 

The coach will facilitate an on sight learning process with the pastor of the 
church, leadership and members. This would be the first line of transformation within the 
church to address the problem of membership decline. The pastor needs someone to 
challenge the congregation about their leadership norms and to encourage the pastor to 
change those norms for a new way of caring for the congregation. This change process 
will be painful upon the pastoral leadership because there will be push back from the 
members. The pastor might be surprise because some of these people are supportive of 
the pastor’s ministry, but they do not want to change. The coach is someone who is not 
only challenging the pastor and pushing him toward transformation, but the coach is also 
someone who cares for the pastor’s emotional spirits. 

The second level of the coaching experience will take place with the key 
leadership of the church. The key leaders will need to be challenged to lead the 
congregation into a renewed understanding of their relationship with God and 
community. It is imperative that the church move from a sense of self care to one of 
openness to all of God’s children. Key leadership will also need encouragement to 
strongly support their pastor because the pastor will be the one who is the keeper of the 
dream. The vision for the church must emanate from the pastor and be lifted high above 
the congregation. The key leadership must accept the pastor’s vision for transformation 
and fully move the church forward. 

This project is thinking outside of the box, but it is staying within scripture, the 


book. The disciples received the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost and began to share 
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the gospel across Asia Minor and beyond. The disciples were spiritually dispatched to 
various cities to preach the gospel, heal the sick, save the lost, and make other disciples. 

In other words, the disciples were given a charge to replicate this early church. 
Revitalized congregations can replicate if they truly believe in the Great Commission. 
The church must send out disciples who know the word of God and who have been 
blessed with the Holy Spirit to transplant a transformative DNA within a dying 
congregation. 

There are a number of factors that must be considered in this process of church 
revitalization. One of the major issues that coaches must discern, with the assistance of 
the pastor and key leadership, is whether the DNA of the congregation can be changed to 
allow the church to grow. The realization that it usually takes at least five years before 
DNA can significantly changed is important for the leadership to know. The coach must 
determine whether it is too late to revitalize the congregation. If this is the case, then it 
would be better to just start a second service and develop that service into a new 
congregation. There are many things to consider when a congregation moves in this 
direction, but the coach will be able to help them work through some of the issues that the 
current congregation may encounter. 

The methodology selected for this project is the mixed method. John W. Creswell 
defined the mixed method research as “an approach to inquiry that combines or 
associates both qualitative and quantitative forms. It also involves the use of both 
approaches in tandem so that the overall strength of a study is greater than either 


qualitative or quantitative research.” 


> John W. Creswell, Research Design Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods Approaches, 
(California: Sage Publication 2009) 4. 
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The qualitative research approach allowed jer the use of a case study approach. 
The case study approach allows for an in-depth review of the selected congregation. This 
case study is an examination of the current church programs and systems. The results of 
the study will provide a process to change the DNA of the congregation. This in-depth 
review will also examine the current discipleship system within the church. A process of 
establishing a healthy discipleship system will be created if one does not exist. 

A form of the quantitative experimental approach will be used to support the 
projects as it is compared with similar congregations. The analysis of the statistical data 
of the church and communities will form another portion of the foundation needed to 
develop an approach for replication of the project. The project will be evaluated through 
the use of statistical data over the past ten years to establish a comparative sample to 
determine the success of the project. 

The use of the mixed method will provide for the flexibility needed to examine 
past data and compare it with current data. This examination will provide the processes 
needed to move toward revitalization. This project combines the two approaches 
presented above, qualitative and qualitative, as a means for determining a process of 
analysis and the development of a strategy for revitalization. 

The measurement of the spiritual transformation within the congregation will be 
done by using the quantitative instrument developed by Charles Schwartz for Natural 
Church Development. These churches will be given this assessment tool before the 
project begins and when it ends. It will measure the eight areas of spiritual dynamics 


within the congregations that will help the church to strengthen its ministries. The author 
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will be able to see the spiritual change in its leadership, ministry, spirituality, structures, 


worship services, small groups, evangelism and relationships. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


FIELD EXPERIENCE 


This project began with a conversation between the current pastor and the District 
Superintendent. The District Superintendent and director of congregational development 
and redevelopment, (code-red) identified Faith United Methodist Church as a 
congregation that might be opened to church revitalization. This selection was approved 
by the Bishop and cabinet and placed in the church restarts category of Harvest 2020. The 
District Superintendent met with the current pastor to share the dreams of the cabinet and 
to determine whether he and the leadership of the church were willing to establish a 
partnership with the Northern Illinois Conference to redevelop Faith United Methodist 
Church. 

The dream of the District Superintendent is for Faith United Methodist Church to 
eventually develop into a fifteen hundred membership African American church in the 
south suburbs. The church property is large enough to expand the building to 
accommodate a large number of attendees. There is adequate off street parking for a 
larger congregation. Church leadership and pastor accepted the offer of a partnership with 
the conference to re-establish the church and move toward becoming a large membership 
congregation. 

Candidates for conference new church starts and serving pastors who want to 
redevelop their congregations are invited to participate in a two year institute sponsored 


by the conference. The institute is known as the Institute of Congregational Development 
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. The name of the candidate to serve in this creative soneintent was agreed upon 
at a cabinet meeting. 

This project is very unusual because the conference will engage a member of The 
United Methodist Church Path 1, new church development team, to work with the pastor 
of Faith United 

Methodist Church. The chairperson of Path 1 was identified. This person is currently 
serving a United Methodist Church in another state served by another bishop. This 
thinking outside of the box concept required the bishop of the Northern Illinois 
Conference to follow an additional process to extend this invitation. It required a bishop 
to bishop conversation before the District Superintendent could move forward with a 
conversation with the Path | chairperson. 

The bishops of both conferences talked about this partnership as a creative idea 
which could be shared with other conference leadership. The other bishop agreed with the 
concept and the challenge to try something completely different in the church. The two 
bishops determined that the best way for this concept to work should be an appointment 
across conference lines. The Path 1 chairperson could retain his current appointment and 
also serve as a part-time co-pastor in the Northern Illinois Conference. 

The director of congregational development and redevelopment contacted the 
chairperson of Path 1 to determine if he was willing to join with the Northern Illinois 
Conference in this creative project. The prospective co-pastor agreed with this idea which 
opened the way for the District Superintendent to offer the co-pastor an appointment. The 


co-pastor agreed to this unusual appointment and began his work at Faith Church as of 
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July 1, 2009. The senior pastor was appointed to the church July 1, 2008. He will be 
referred to as pastor within this document. 

The District Superintendent met the co-pastor while attending a Path 1 workshop 
sponsored by the Arkansas Annual Conference. He led a number of other workshops and 
seminars where the District Superintendent was present. 

This project will depend greatly upon a good flow of communication between the 
two pastors. The annual conference flew the co-pastor to Chicago to meet with the pastor 
and helped them start their work together. They spent a full day together sharing 
information about both of their congregations. 

The two pastors began their new ministry together through a telephone 
conversation. The first conversation with the pastor, co-pastor, District Superintendent 
and director of congregational development and redevelopment occurred on June 11, 
2009 at Faith United Methodist Church. The purpose of the meeting was to establish a 
working relationship with all the parties involved and to begin setting goals for the 
revitalization. 

A great deal of information was shared during this meeting. The director of 
congregational development and redevelopment shared demographic information 
covering the past ten years, 1999-2009, and projections for the next five years. He used 
Percept Group, Incorporation to obtain the information. The director pointed out the areas 
of population shifts around the church, changes in school population and projected ethnic 
changes within the city. The District Superintendent shared his vision for the 


revitalization and the goal of creating a large membership congregation in the suburbs. 
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The pastor provided a vast seein of church information as a part of the data collection 
process. 

The co-pastor used an interview process to collect the data needed about the 
church and community to help determine the direction for the church. The questions fell 
in three categories; worship, community culture and Faith United Methodist Church 
culture. The worship response covered the membership numbers, worship style, 
preaching style, musical staff, and the choir. The pastor shared information about the 
community and the surrounding communities. He also talked about the churches’ 
involvement within the community. The question about Faith United Methodist Church 
culture was a conversation about the areas where church growth needs to take place in the 
worship along with any growing edges that should be considered. 

The co-pastor shared thoughts about the meeting in several areas. They will be 
working together to create a basic congregational system. The importance of their work 
together will be based upon the quality of the interface that occurs between them. The co- 
pastor will work as a coach, train the leadership team, share marketing places with the 
church and provide assistance in thinking through the development of a quality musical 
staff and system. An important question to consider is how Faith is different or unique 
from other churches in the community. The final conversation concerned the churches’ 
technology. The co-pastor/coach toured the church facility to get acquainted with the 
ministry space. The interview ended with a number of recommendations and desired 
goals for the co-pastor to accomplish within a few months following the meeting. 

The next three months was a time of coaching. The annual conference provided 


thirty thousand dollars for this project. The coach was given authority over how these 
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funds were to be used for the project. Some of the funds were set aside for satel between 
the two churches for himself and the pastor. The pastor was flown to the co-pastor’s 
church to meet with his leadership team members. He spoke with the leaders of many 
small groups to get ideas on the development of small groups. Pastor worked with their 
discipleship team and the musical department leaders. He also worked with the 
coordinators of the technology team. 

The one coordinator not directly related to the worship experience and ministry is 
the marketing person. She shared a significant amount of information with pastor. Many 
of her marketing strategies were used to open communication with the Dolton community 
and the city of Chicago. 

During one of pastor’s visits to the co-pastor’s church, the coordinator of church 
discipleship shared with him the relationship of a healthy disciples system’ and a healthy 
church. The healthy discipleship system used by the co-pastor/coach was shared with 
pastor. He also shared the rationale for the plan and how new members move through the 
system. 

The mission of the church is to make disciples of Jesus Christ for the 
transformation of the world. New members enter the church and begin the process of 
learning about the church moving from Level 100 to Level 400 (see figure 1). Christian 
education is taught in each level which moves people from an introduction to Christ to 
the ability to share their faith with others; ultimately inviting them to also establish a 


relationship with Christ. 


' Rev. Junius Dotson, 2008, “New Church Leaders Institute: Path 1,” (Lecture, Arkansas 
Conference of The United Methodist Church, Southeast Jurisdiction of the Untied Methodist Church, Mt. 
Sequoyah Retreat Site, Fayetteville, Arkansas, October 13, 2008). 


175 


New members are nourished and nurtured throughout the process of membership 
growth. This discipleship system will teach people to replicate their experience with the 
church and bring others into the faith. It will also encourage the church to move toward 


replication of the church in starting another new faith community. 


HEALTHY DISCIPLESHIP SYSTEM 
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Figure 1 

The suggested discipleship programs were Natural Church Development and The 
Hand of God. Pastor selected the Hand of God program for the church. This program is 
composed of five modules of intentional faith development. The healthy disciples 
introduced to the pastor was a four module system. New members were required to attend 
this new membership course offered all day on one Saturday. Members were assigned to 
a small group to help reinforce their learning experience. 

Pastor’s selection of the Hand of God extended the length of the membership 
classes. The program was composed of five modules which were offered over five 


consecutive Saturday mornings. The co-pastor/coach suggested that this orientation of 
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new members should be condensed to be a one Saturday experience. This suggestion 
meant that the program would have to be adjusted for it to work in one Saturday. Pastor 


was open to the suggestion because he noticed that people missed one day or more before 


completing the orientation. 


FAITH UMC DISCIPLESHIP PROGRAM 
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Figure 2 

Faith United Methodist Church Discipleship System” is a thoroughly researched 
document presented to the leadership team. Each team member received a five page 
presentation of discipleship as indicated in the Holy Scriptures. The presentation 
examined discipleship as a relationship to Christ, God, Prayer, Loved Ones, Possessions, 
Prestige and Position, the World System, One’s own Life, the Unsaved, the Devil, Fellow 
Disciples, Lost Humanity and the Vine. 

Pastor designed this conservatively biblical approach as a discipleship system. 


African Americans are deeply biblical. They are moved to consider their relationship 


? Rev. Charles Straight, 2009, “Leadership Summit,” (Lecture, Faith United Methodist Church 
Leadership Summit, Faith United Methodist Church, Dolton, IL., November 3, 2009). 
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with God as they understand through the scripture how the outstretched hand of God is 
reaching out to them. Pastor combined each of the scriptures to establish a total 
discipleship system that is compelling and appealing to African Americans and others 
seeking a biblical relationship with God. The formation of healthy disciples classes will 
become small groups for faith development. 

The work of church revitalization can only be done through the participation and 
leadership of laity within the church. The church belongs to the people and they must be 
willing and open to lead the entire congregation through revitalization. The pastor 
selected seven teams composed of leaders, members and non-members. The non- 
members are included because of the experience they bring to the project. This group of 
thirteen people will commit themselves to meet once a month following the morning 
worship. 

Pastor met with the leadership team for two months sharing with them the 
importance of revitalization and the process that he hoped to use to accomplish the 
revitalization. He shared with them the biblical foundation of their work and the 
importance of revitalizing the church. Revitalization is not about generating numbers 
within the church. The purpose of revitalization is to make disciples for Jesus Christ for 
the transformation of the world. The church needs every member to live into the purpose 
of the church to make disciples. 

Pastor led the leadership team in a process to understand the nature of discipleship 
and the importance of establishing a relationship with God through discipleship. Each 


team leader was encouraged to develop a personal relationship with group members as 
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dey attended morning worship and small group meetings. Seven teams were developed 
and given a specific name: Grace, Hope, Mercy, Faith, Joy, Goodness, and Charity. 

The first work of each group was to find all the scriptures in the bible that related 
to their name. This is keeping the group in the book, the scriptures. The team developed 
an Icon that represented their name followed by the development of a lesson plan around 
their name. The team leaders are accountable to the pastor for the members in their team. 
They are to report the well being of each member of the small group to the pastor. 

Pastor identified a portion of church leadership and laity who were willing to help 
turn around the church. These thirteen people were identified to lead the church in this 
change and provide leadership for thirteen small groups. The leadership team committed 
themselves to be fully engaged in the work of turning the church around. The group 
agreed to seek divine intervention for their work through prayer and fasting for church 
growth. Pastor also encouraged the entire church to pray and fast for God’s blessing of 
the restart. The team prayed and fasted one day a week especially for a successful re- 
launch of the church. 

Jesus responded to a question as to why his disciples could not heal a young man 
possessed with demons and Jesus said “this kind can come forth by nothing, but by 
prayer and fasting.” It was the pastor’s belief that the only way to accomplish the goal of 
restarting Faith United Methodist Church was through prayer and fasting. 

The marketing expert was a very active part of the revitalization team. The pastor, 
marketing expert, and the co-pastor/coach agreed upon a theme and created a marketing 


design for the restart. The theme for the restart is “The 2010 Xperience@ The All New 


> Mark 9:29 (KJV). 
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Faith Church.” Variations of this theme and its logo were associated with all 


communications distributed from the church. 


BE OUR SPECIAL GUEST FOR A LIFE CHANGING WORSHIP ENCOUNTER! 
SUNDAY @ 11 A.M. 


This logo and church design was accepted by the leadership team. 

The pastors developed a strategy and timeline for the restart. It was decided to 
begin with three weekend leadership summits, lead by the pastor, co-pastor/coach and 
some of the Church staff, at Faith United Methodist Church in Dolton, Illinois. These 
summits focused upon the necessary training for leadership to lead the congregation 
through the turn around. This group will help establish a healthy discipleship system for 
the church, create a revitalization mission statement and a timeline with clear bench 
marks to determine the progress needed for the leadership team. The leadership summits 
were designed as lectures with significant time for active participation of the attendees. 
These summits were two day events usually held on Friday evenings and all day on 


Saturday. 
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The leadership summit began with a review of Acts 2:46-47. This study was lead 
by the co-pastor/coach which was entitled Faith United Methodist Church 
Revolutionizing Revitalization.* The coach defined revitalization as “honoring the past, 
while disrupting the present, to create a different vision for the future.” He challenged the 
leadership team to examine their spiritual lives as they look at the church. Transformation 
of the lost begins with the transformed lives of each member. People within the church 
are often seen as living two lives. Some Christian lifestyles enter into the gray area of sin 
during the week. These same Christians present a holier than thou appearance on Sunday 
when they are in church. If the church is going to transform the world, it must transform 
itself before it reaches out to the lost. 

Faith’s vision for revitalization is to create a mission/ministry orientation to move 
the church out of its comfort zone to encourage people to experience a higher purpose in 
Jesus. This will be accomplished through creating resources to assist in ministry 
development, making the church a center in the community, creating partnerships within 
the community, to focus messages of the gospel which connects to its culture, and to 
preach a messages that helps the 21* century Christians understand the love of Jesus in 
their lives. 

The worship experience must be transformed into a creative vibrant, relevant, and 
transforming experience. Worship cannot be boring if the church desires to revitalize. 
African American people will refuse to sit through a lecture. The pastor must enter into a 
deep relationship with God while in the pulpit and share a word from heaven that will 
touch the listener’s soul. If the service is boring one of two things will happen, either 


* Rev. Junius Dotson, 2009, “Leadership Summit,” (Lecture: Faith United Methodist Church 
Leadership Summit, Faith United Methodist Church, Dolton, iL., November 3, 2009). 
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visitors will not return or members will not invite other people to attend. Sunday worship 
must be an opportunity to experience God in a way that is continuously transforming. 

The ultimate goal of the revitalization team is to create a cultural paradigm shift 
within the church life experience, using worship technology and ministry to support the 
church as the center of the community, a primary social institution and a place of 
essential spiritual nurturing. 

The leadership team was challenged to update its communication system. Faith 
church established a website a few years ago but it contained a limited amount of 
information. The church updated their website and set up a page on Facebook, YouTube, 
MySpace, and Twitter. Many young adults look for churches through surfacing Find-a- 
church.com or one of the previous sites. This is the reason why the church should use 
technology. Younger generations are inclined to become a part of a church with good 
technology and music. 

The co-pastor/coach is the president over the division for New Church Starts at 
the General Board of Discipleship for The United Methodist Church. He stated that every 
church has gifts and ability to grow if it is healthy. The co-pastor further shared that the 
United Methodist Church initiative, “Strengthening the Black Church for the 21* 
Century” is also a part of this portfolio at the General Board. Strengthening the Black 
Church for the 21° century was created by the United Methodist African American 
caucus within The United Methodist Church known as Black Methodist for Church 
Renewal. This initiative was created to revitalize African American congregations 
through linking strong resource congregations who could nurture struggling 


congregations by sharing information and skills to strengthen their church. 
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The Path lintroduction video” was shared with the group. Churches are not alone 
in its revitalization effort. The United Methodist Church is fully supportive of all 
congregations who seek revitalization. The problem with many church revitalization 
efforts is that many congregations are trying to recreate revitalization without the 
knowledge of how to restructure the church. 

The denomination developed a process which could help in revitalization. The 
process is found in Bishop Robert Schnase’ book Five Practices of Fruitful 
Congregations.® The five practices given in Schnase’ book will be the foundation for 
Faith Churches’ revitalization. Schnase’ five practices of fruitful congregations are 
radical hospitality, passionate worship, intentional faith development, risk-taking mission 
and service, and extravagant generosity. The five practices were shared at the leadership 
summit and accepted by the leadership. Leadership volunteered to serve on the section 
that most interested them. The leadership was also attended by some of the membership 
of the church. Members were also allowed to participate with one of the groups. As the 
leadership team met, they reported progress within their selected practice. Everyone was 
of a mind to work to re-launch Faith United Methodist Church. 

One of the significant factors for a re-launch is establishing a number for a critical 
mass required for the restart. Usually a critical mass is one hundred and twenty plus 
people. The ultimate goal is to have all of these people moving from fellowship to 


celebrative worship. 


> General Board of Discipleship, “Path 1 Introduction and Four Areas of Focus,” DVD, 
(Tennessee: General Board of Discipleship, 2009). 


© Robert Schnase, Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations, (Tennessee: Abingdon Press, 1989) 
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This proj ect has a nine month goal. The Faith United Methodist Church restart 
will occur on Easter Sunday morning, April 4, 2010. The restart will break the barriers 
that have prevented Faith United Methodist Church from growing in the past. 

One hundred four people attended Easter Sunday morning worship in 2009. 
Forty-five to fifty percent of people attend major Sunday worships such as Easter, 
Mother’s Day and Christmas. The leadership team set an attendance goal for Easter 
Sunday of 2010 is two hundred fifty people. 

It does not matter how great a church is, if people do not know about the church. 
Leadership must get the word out. The church started a public announcement campaign 
to get the word out. Five thousand door knockers and flyers were distributed throughout 
the community. Posters were placed within many of the businesses in the community. 
The community newspaper gave the church free space to run announcements about the 
new Faith United Methodist Church. Announcements were placed throughout all the 
Internet media. 

The church purchased four large television monitors, video camera, upgraded the 
public address system and additional microphones were purchased. Sunday worship is 
recorded and shared with visitors, people in nursing homes, and those who are ill. 
Visitors receive a visitor’s packet with two DVD’s, one is a welcome from the pastor and 
the other is a worship experience. Sunday worship services are posted on YouTube for 
members and visitors to the website. The leadership team wants great worship and 
something to offer people. 

A public revitalization is positioning the church for the launch of the New Faith 


Church. Visitors will come back to the church, old members will attend, and ultimately it 
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is the leadership team’s desire that passersby of the building will change their perspective 
about the church. The effort of the leadership team must be built upon the churches’ past 
in a process of creating a new course and vision for the church. 

The task of revitalization is to encourage members to rethink the discipleship 
system. It aligns itself with the United Methodist Church movement for Rethink Church. 
The future of the church is dependent upon the quality of how we rethink church and 
apply it. 

The success of the Faith United Methodist Church turnaround is the realization 
that all leaders are learners. It is important to instill within each member of the leadership 
team and member of the church that when they stop learning the ministry will fall. 


”’ The leadership team developed what they 


“Where there is no vision the people parish. 
termed a visionary circle. Eight statements were established as a guide for the 
development of the ministry. The vision began with a similar statement as the scripture 
from Proverbs 29:18. 

VISIONARY CIRCLE® 
Vision: Where there is no vision the people will go to another parish. 
Unity creates relationships. 
Relationships create communication. 


Communication creates commitment. 


Commitment creates creativity. 


Vv Vv VW VW WV W 


Creativity produces excellence (not perfection). 


” Proverbs 29:18 (NRSV). 


® Rev. Junius Dotson, “Visionary Circle,” (Lecture, Faith United Methodist Leadership Summit, 
Faith United Methodist Church, Dolton, IL. November 7, 2009). 
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> Excellence produces influence. 
> Influence produces dominion. 
> Dominion produces vision. 

A lot of people are looking for meaning and purpose in their lives. What they are 
actually looking for is relationship. The church is a place where relationships can be 
established. 

The leadership team reviewed their work using the five practices of fruitful 
congregations and established a ministry outline for their continued work. The team 
reviewed the purpose of each of their work areas as described in Schnase’ Five Practices 
of Fruitful Congregations and established objectives and a timeline to complete the work. 


The timeline is a good benchmark for the group to work toward. These objectives were: 


PASSIONATE WORSHIP 


To create an atmosphere of praise and worship that is dynamic, transformational, 
culturally relevant, full of hope, and challenging. Dynamic and effective worship is the 


foundation for a healthy and vital congregation. 


OBJECTIVE: To enhance the current worship experiences to offer different kinds of 
worship to cross cultural lines and reach all people; utilizing drama, electronic 
technology, flags, banners, and dance. This method of worship evangelism would provide 
ways to reach people where they are in their Christian life. 
INTENTIONAL FAITH DEVELOPMENT 

To develop a discipleship process that intentionally helps people become more 


like Christ in their thoughts, feelings, and actions. 
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OBJECTIVE: To help people experience God and grow in their discipleship and service 


into the community. 
RADICAL HOSPITALITY 


To welcome all persons into the fellowship of the church and encourage all 
persons to grow in their walk with God and with one another in the context of a warm, 
friendly, accepting atmosphere. 

OBJECTIVE: To develop intentional strategies to welcome persons and to build loving, 
caring relationships within families, between members and within the community we 
serve. 

EXTRAVAGANT GENEROSITY 

To create a culture of tithing and to support the ministry of kingdom building. 
OBJECTIVE: To grow generous, joyful givers and persons who give freely of their God- 


given resources (time, talents, and treasure). 


RISK TAKING — MISSION AND SERVICE 

To demonstrate God’s love to others by meeting their needs and healing their 
hurts in the name of Jesus. 

OBJECTIVE: To minister to the needs of all persons from a holistic perspective-meeting 
the spiritual, emotional, relational, and physical needs. 

The goal for passionate worship, beyond what was indicated in the objectives 
above, was in the attendance at worship. The goal is to have a significant infusion in the 
worship and then increase the worship attendance by five to ten percent every year over 
the next three years. The projected average attendance goal is: 


Year 2010 Attendance 125 people 
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Year 2011 Attendance 137 people 
Year 2012 Attendance 150 people 


The strategy (actions steps) was to enhance the current Sunday morning worship 
to include fully planned, experiential, participatory, image rich and connected worship 
celebration that included the Arts, featured soloists, guest musicians and multimedia. The 
timeline for this was January 2010. 

Part B to this strategy was to create a high tech worship experiences that appeal to 
young adults and youths by developing, planning and implementing a multimedia 
ministry which will include, utilizing a video projection system during worship 
celebrations by projecting words to songs, highlighting feature ministries, message clips, 
tithing interviews and other creative ways to enhance the worship experience and help 
move people toward full discipleship. The timeline for this project was April 2011. 

Strategy C was to promote and reinforce the theme of all message series utilizing 
creative banners, worship slides, posters, postcards, different altar designs and worship 


bulletin designs consistent with message theme. Timeline for this item was January 2012. 


The goal for Intentional Faith Development was first to develop a discipleship 
program. This program was presented earlier in the document as discipleship. The 
strategy for Intentional Faith Development was to develop, implement and communicate 
a comprehensive discipleship process that teach people the responsibilities of 
membership, spiritual disciplines, assesses spiritual gifts and teach people how to share 


their faith. The timeline for this item is March 2010. 


Intentional Faith Development will start two Disciple Bible Study groups by 


March of 2011. In addition to the study groups, faith development will create a small 
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group ministry team that actively starts, coordinates and promotes new groups. The 
timeline for the small group development is January 2012. 

Radical hospitality developed four strategies to meet its goal. Hospitality will 
implement a process for following up with visitors who attend worship and community 
outreach events. This will be established by January 2010. 

Hospitality will also plan a church wide welcoming preparation day to clean the 
church and implement aroma therapy strategies. This will be completed by February 
2010. 

The two additional strategies for hospitality will both be completed in March 
2010. These items are painting the parking lot line, handicap spaces and start a greeter’s 
ministry to welcome people at worship and special events. 

The extravagant generosity team presented three strategies for their group. Their 
strategies were to develop a practice of mailing quarterly giving statements with an 
accompanying report that highlights ministry achievements and life changing stories. 
This will be implemented by April 2010. 

The church will record tithing testimonies of how their lives have been changed 
through their tithing efforts. These video will be shared during Sunday morning worships 
starting in March 2011. 

The committee will offer classes on personal budgeting, finance, etc. They will 
use a resource such as Good Sense, the United Methodist Foundation of the Northern 
Illinois Conference or a similar resource. The timeline for this is March 2011. 

The fifth practice of a fruitful congregation is Risk Taking-Mission and Service. 


Faith church is very active in mission effort throughout the community and the world. 


189 


They tdieniified three mission efforts. The development of a health ministry that focuses 
on education, breast cancer, high pised pressure, diabetes through Health Fairs. The 
timeline for this is June 2010. 

This group will also develop a youth ministry that offers mentoring, educational 
tutoring and youth rallies. The timeline for this item is September 2010. Finally this Risk 
Taking-Mission and Service will develop a food pantry that actively offers food to the 
community. The timeline for this item is March 2011. 

The leadership team held each other accountable for their work areas. The teams 
were encouraged by members of the congregation as they saw improvements in the 
church, changes in the worship services, and increases in visitation from community 
members. Several large banners were hung on the outside of the building announcing the 
New Faith Church inviting them to come to an Xperience @ Faith. 

The District Superintendent met with the pastor and the leadership team 
throughout this project. The improvement to the sanctuary was possible with a financial 
gift from the District Superintendent’s personal funds and monies from the church 
endowment account. The church purchased four video monitors to be used in the 
sanctuary. A video camera was purchased to broadcast the worship through the monitors. 

Youth became a significant part of the worship. The multimedia was a tool that 
helped young people to participate in the church in several ways. Youth, approximately 
fifteen or sixteen, operated the camera during worship. The adult multimedia coordinator 
communicated with the youth participants through headphones. The public address 


system was increased to provide for addition microphones for the choir and pulpit area. 
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Youth were assigned the responsibility of sharing the paris news. They were 
asked to come to church during the week to record the Sunday parish new segment with 
the multimedia coordinator. The video was played during morning worship as, Faith 
News from our Youth. 

The musical staff was changed and several people were engaged to provide music 
that is current to young adults and youth. They were also able to play the traditional 
music of the church. The church is clean with colorful banners hanging in many areas of 
the building. 

This project was completed on Easter Sunday, April 4, 2010. The District 
Superintendent was in attendance for the re-launch of the New Faith United Methodist 
Church. The worship attendance goal for Easter Sunday was two hundred fifty people. 
Unfortunately, the church did not accomplish this goal. The attendance on that Sunday 
was one hundred eighty-five people. Last year’s attendance was one hundred and four. 
This growth was significant to the church. Easter Sunday is always a special Sunday in 
the life of believers and non-believers, therefore, the District Superintendent continued to 
talk with the pastor about Sunday attendance. The attendance dropped on the following 
Sunday, but it significantly rose again on the succeeding Sunday. The average attendance 
is now one hundred people. People continue to join the church following the conclusion 
of this project. 

The leadership summit met for a follow up meeting in May 2010 to review God’s 
blessings upon this congregation. The chairpersons of the five groups gave reflections 


upon their work and talked about their continued effort to grow the church. The co- 
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pastor/coach led the meeting and shared a charge to the committees to continue their 
work. 

This church restart will be resourced by the Northern Illinois Conference and the 
Bishop and cabinet though June 2012. It is the hope of the cabinet that this congregation 


will grow into a large congregation. 


CHAPTER SIX 


REFLECTION, SUMMARY, AND CONCLUSION 


God does amazing miracles. Successful church revitalization occurs when. 
leadership is confident that God can use them to make a difference in the church. 
Reliance upon God and God’s holy word will create a firm foundation upon which the 
church can change lives as it embraces a sense of holy boldness. 

Pastors, church leadership and congregations must always remember that if God 
is placed first, God will bless their efforts. Paul says, “I know what it is to have little, and 
I know what it is to have plenty. In any and all circumstances I have learned the secret of 
being in need. I can do all things, through him who strengthens me.”’ Paul speaks from 
personal experience. He is a man of influence and wealth when he was known as Saul. 
Paul is a Roman who is beyond Jewish law, but when the Jews wanted to kill him, he 
invokes his Roman heritage to stop them. 

Paul’s encounter with Jesus on the road to Damascus changed his life. He no 
longer lived under the influence of the old Saul, but now under the humble nature of 
Jesus Christ. Paul reflected over his current situation as a disciple of Christ and compared 
it with his former life of influence. He said that he was a slave to the gospel. Paul is like 
the modern day church, who at one time, a person of influence but now a humble servant. 

There was a time when African American churches boasted of their large 
memberships but now the vast majority of African American United Methodist 
congregations are small declining congregations. Congregations talk about how they 


used-to-be and long for those days. In essence, the church has lost its mission focus. 


' Philippians 4:12-13 (NRSV). 
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God was with Paul when he was influential and when he was poor. God is always 
present with his people no matter what is happening in their lives. The problem is that the 
church is no longer focused on the mission of the community but it is focused inward to 
care for itself. God will meet God’s people when they least expect it. Saul was not 
looking for Jesus on the Damascus road when he encountered Jesus. When Saul heard the 
voice of Jesus, he knew that it was Jesus who was speaking to him. Saul followed the 
directions of Jesus and was willing to see Ananias, the prophet, to receive his sight back. 

Like Saul, Jesus will meet the church in unexpected places at unexpected times. 
The question for the church is will the church recognize Jesus when he meets them on the 
road of life? Can the church recognize the Jesus who walked with them in their youth and 
nurtured them in their senior years? People experienced Jesus over the span of their lives, 
but do they really know Jesus? It appears that church people are comfortable in the 
dysfunction of their church. Members created the dysfunction years ago. They are so 
accustomed to the dysfunction that they no longer recognize the illness within the 
congregation. The Damascus journey for the church is still waiting. Jesus is waiting for 
the church to encounter him on their journey down the Damascus road. 

Faith United Methodist Church is one of many congregations within The United 
Methodist Church who are stagnant in its ministry with no vision or direction for the 
future. The work of the church is inward support for themselves and not for the lost 
sheep. When the church realizes that they are not able to maintain their buildings, then 


they try evangelistic gimmicks to no avail. In essence, the church cannot find the road 
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that leads to Jesus. Change can take place when the people of God open their hearts to the 
loss, to make disciples for Jesus Christ. 

People are fearful when the church moves from a long established comfort zone 
into the deep water of faith. Jesus would have said, while you are deep water fishing and 
cannot catch anything, why not “cast your nets on the right side, (other side) of the 


»? There is an abundant catch of disciples on the other side of the boat when the 


boat. 
church is willing to do something different to reach out to them. 

Far too often, church leadership is inclined to rely upon their limited knowledge 
while not allowing the Holy Spirit to lead them in the development of the church. 
Sometimes the Lord is urging the church to cast its nets on the other side or rethink how 
they are doing church. Paul still reminds the church that we are to “walk by faith, not by 
sight.”? The church cannot understand all the ways of Christ therefore it should be open 
to whatever blessing the Lord will send its way. The Lord is trying to reach the church to 
say just believe that God can effect change in a declining congregation. Church members 
say that they want the church to grow, but it does not make room for God because they 
are not walking in the spirit but they are relying on their finite sight. Pastors and some lay 
leadership attended church growth seminar with the intention of bringing the information 
back to the church. They want to do something to help the church grow in membership 
and these workshops are the first step to a possible growth. These gimmicks just do not 


work in most situations. These programs usually do not work because the situations that 


caused one church to grow might not be present in another situation. God is asking the 


? John 21:6 (NRSV). 


32 Cor. 5:7 (NSRV). 
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church to believe that God can bring a Ainge into the church that will result in growth. It 
seems that this is the hardest message for church leadership to believe in and move upon. 

Perhaps change is the ultimate problem that prevents churches from growing. It is 
well known that the church is very resistant to change. When the church experience 
change, it will lose some long time members. The leaders fear that they will lose their 
position of authority within the church. They have held these positions for generations 
and believe that no one else can provide leadership like they. 

Unfortunately, life moves on but the leadership did not keep up with the 
changing society. Not only are leadership positions in jeopardy, but also their style of 
worship will be loss in the change. Congregations are very comfortable with the way 
things are. It is surprising how comfortable African Americans can become within their 
church buildings. Buildings, which were erected to praise God in God’s splendor, now 
stand deteriorating, while the mission field centers on the congregation. A generation, 
who once demonstrated its love for God’s people, now demonstrates their lack of concern 
as a congregation as their buildings fall into disrepair. These relics, of a time gone by, 
simply represent the decaying of a spiritual soul known as the church. In essence, the 
congregation’s lack of maintenance to the building indicates the lack of maintenance to 
the congregation’s soul. They no longer see the community as their mission field. 

Congregations see their growth potential in the young. They often say, “We need 
young people.” They think that the young will bring life back to their church and help 
them pay their bills. When the question is asked of the church leadership, “How have you 
prepared for youth, young people and young adults?” The response usually is, “we will 


do that when they come.” This action of delaying any plans to provide a place of interest 
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and service to youthful members is the nice way of saying, “we want younger people but 
we have no intentions of changing. They will have to get used-to-us because we will not 
change.” 

The African American church can have a Jabez experience. Faith United 
Methodist Church prayed for God’s strength and blessings upon their congregation. God 
poured God’s blessings upon this congregation. Jabez prayed, “Oh, that you would bless 
me and enlarge my border, and that your hand might be with me, and that you would 
keep me from hurt and harm!” The Faith Church prayed for the Lord to enlarge its 
border. Through weekly prayer and fasting, God answered their prayer in a mighty way. 

This project is an example of the power of prayer and how God can do great 
things if people are willing to come together and work together to accomplish a common 
task. The people of Faith had a mind to work. They met around prayer and dreamed about 
the future. They were open to try new things and experimenting in new ways to get the 
message of God to the people of God and God blessed their efforts. This church actually 
relied on God to be faithful to God’s word. God poured God’s love upon this 
congregation on Easter Sunday morning, 2010. God answered the prayers of Faith church 
on Easter Sunday with a four hundred-fifty percent increase in the Sunday morning 
worship. What a mighty God we serve! Faith Church walked by faith believing that God 
would bless them and enlarge their border and God did just that. Surely, this is a 
testimony to the power of God’s work in church revitalization. 

The work of this project was impossible without the presence of God. God moved 
across the hearts of this entire congregation and everyone was of one accord. They were 
open to a miracle to occur in Faith United Methodist Church and God did not disappoint 


* 1 Chron. 10 (NRSV). 
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nan The flames of faith were ignited in Faith United Methodist Church as they reflected 
upon the words of the prophet, “If my people who are called by my name humble 
themselves, pray, seek my face, and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from 
heaven, and will forgive their sin and heal their land. Now my eyes will be open and my 
ears attentive to the prayer that is made in this place.”° 

Faith Church had a wonderful celebration on Easter Sunday morning. It was 
joyous to sit in the pulpit and look out over such a large crowd of people. During earlier 
visits to the church, even as guest speaker, the attendance was always low. Now to stand 
and see the church half full was exciting. People were engaged and interactive in the 
worship. This was a first Sunday of the month and the monthly communion was served 
on this day. It was good to have so many people coming to the altar to receive the 
Eucharist on this most holy day. 

The selection of Faith Church as the congregation to establish this field 
experience was a blessing from God. Even a District Superintendent must listen to God 
when it comes to church revitalization. There are some hard decisions that must be made 
when trying to select which church to place the conference funds into with the hope that 
revitalization might occur. The hard reality is that every church cannot be turned around. 
Some congregations are too far past the point of no return to turn them around. These are 
congregations that are so conflicted within, that it is better for them to cease ministry than 
to put effort into them to continue their dysfunction. 

The decline in a cell congregation might not be viable for revitalization. These 
congregations have been in ministry for a great many years as a one cell congregation, 


usually composed of several closely knitted families, who have reached a decision that 
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they are just tired of doing church. In essence, they are tired of trying to support the 
church and its ministries. They have donated their resources of time and money into the 
church for many years to only see a constant decline in the members and many failed 
ministry attempts. The membership of most of these congregations are quite elderly, who 
love the Lord and the church, but just do not have the energy to do the work of 
revitalization. This congregation needs a gracious way to die and entrust their legacy to 
another faith community. 

Church revitalization is a process. The model developed from the work of this 
project is only one model. There are other models on the market, some of them were 
referred to in this document, but it is important that church leadership select a process 
model that will allow the congregation to own the revitalization and the new church birth 
through the revitalization. 

The African American church, like most ethnic congregations, can experience 
revitalization when the model is culturally sensitive to the congregation. The struggle 
with church growth in many African American congregations and why many in the Black 
community think that the United Methodist Church is irrelevant is because it does not 
speak to the cultural needs of the community. 

The vast majority of African American United Methodist Congregations use a 
European traditional United Methodist worship style. While many African American in 
the United Methodist Church appreciate classical music and sermon lectures, the vast 
majority of African Americans do not. While many Anglo congregations are moving 
from this solo style of worship within their church to providing two or more different 


worship experiences, African Americans normally have only one worship experience a 
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week. Most African Americans worship in a traditional worship style without embracing 
the desires of a changing society. 

Younger people seek a relationship with Christ that meets them where they are. 
They are not into classical music or traditional worship. They seek a God who they can 
meet in the spirit of rap, hip-hop, or on Youtube, Myspace, Twitter, and Facebook. They 
seek answers from God as to how to deal with the changing culture around them while 
struggling to find their place in a violent society, where high school age children are 
killed weekly. They seek a relationship with God where they can just say no, to the drug 
influences around them. The church is a place of safety for them. The church should be 
open to change in order to receive these technologically aware members of society. 

A creative church model must be sensitive to the community within which the 
church identified as its mission field. As indicated earlier, the church is very resistant to 
change, even though society changes every day and church members move along with the 
social change, but not the church. The church must have its finger on the pulse of the 
community to determine the needs of the community and what the church can bring to 
the community. Churches should not be established just as places of worship with no 
sense of mission or outreach to the community and the world. The church should not be 
established as a simple preaching post. The world is full of hurt and pain which is all 
around the church. Jesus lived and died for all people, not just for the upper middle class, 
but for all people. Paul established churches among all people. Today’s church must meet 
the demands of the community within which they reside. The church is called upon to 


tackle the needs of the community and establish a missionary outreach to the community. 
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The shied must provide a worship experience that also meets the needs of the 
community. Trinity United Church of Christ is an example of a congregation that 
changed it ethos to meet the needs of the community within which it resided. When 
Reverend Jeremiah Wright was appointed as pastor of Trinity Church, the church was 
already in spiritual and emotional difficulty. Trinity United Church of Christ was a small 
African American congregation struggling to survive. Reverend Wright and the board of 
directors tried many church revitalization tools, as little as they were in those days, to 
revitalize the congregation. There was no success to any of their efforts. Reverend 
Wright, in a last moment of frustration said, “We have tried everything else why not try 
being Black.” His statement implied that they had tried everything that the Anglo church 
leadership of the United Church of Christ suggested for church revitalization and none of 
it was successful in the Black community. His last resort was to try just being Black. 
Trinity Church moved from its traditional Anglo worship experience to an African 
American worship experience. The church is now in its fourth sanctuary, having built 
three others as the church grew, with over three thousand plus members and millions who 
watch or listen to them over television and radio. Trinity made a decision to establish a 
worship style that appealed to the Black community. 

The work of a District Superintendent will not allow him or her opportunity to 
serve a local church. Church growth is important to any superintendent because the 
mission of the church is to make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the 
world. The District Superintendent’s responsibility is to encourage every church on the 
district to do just that, make disciples for the transformation of the world. This project 


was difficult because the author was not directly involved in the leadership of the 
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congregation but served as an involves observer working closely with the senior pastor. 
Frustration occurred when the observer thought things should move faster or in another 
direction. The District Superintendent could only make suggestion and hope that the 
pastor and the leadership team followed through on the suggestions. 

Though as the observer, there are many valuable insights to bring to the 
discussion around church revitalization. Coaching is not often thought of in the life of the 
African American church. The coach brings an outsider’s view to the congregation and 
the mission of the church. It is surprising how quickly congregations lose sight of issues 
within the church or outside the building. Solo appointments are made of pastors to 
difficult congregations without any assistance of a coach. The District Superintendent can 
provide some help for the extended support needed for the work of revitalization with the 
assistance of coaches who are aware of the nature of church revitalization. The District 
Superintendent cannot be the coach because it is difficult to coach a pastor and also serve 
as the pastor’s supervisor. The coaching relationship between pastor and coach works 
best when the relationship is established between another person, usually a clergy person 
who is an experienced pastor, and the pastor receiving the coaching. This is not to say 
that a person who is not a pastor cannot coach a pastor, but an experienced pastor/coach 
is aware of the many dynamics of congregational life and how family systems work 
within a congregation. 

There was a good relationship between the pastor of Faith Church and the co- 
pastor/coach. The question which often came to the mind of the District Superintendent 
was, Is the congregation and leadership team aware of the fact that the facilitator of the 


church revitalization is their co-pastor? It appeared that everyone received the 
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coach/facilitator as simply the facilitator without understanding that the conference had 
more invested in this project than just $30,000 dollars. They had two pastors, one well 
experienced in church growth and revitalization and one who cared for their spiritual 
needs. As the observer, it was felt that if this was disclosed, it would complicate the work 
of the church and committee. The next time this model is used the District Superintendent 
will meet with the pastor parish relations committee and clearly introduce the co-pastor 
as a staff person appointed to the congregation though the salary will come directly from 
the conference. 

When this model is used, it is important that the church leadership team and 
congregation know how invested the conference is in the success of the project. This was 
implied by the District Superintendent’s involvement. He was at most of the meetings 
and intricately involved in the development of the strategy for the church revitalization. 
The congregation needed to know that the conference reached beyond the conference 
borders to secure a person of outstanding quality to help revitalize their congregation. 
The congregation was aware of the revitalization and the assistance of the conference, but 
not of the accountability that was expected by the conference and District Superintendent. 
The fact that the District Superintendent made a significant financial contribution to the 
success of this project, which was made known to the congregation, indicated that the 
conference fully supported this revitalization through the District Superintendent’s gift. 

The relationship between the pastor and co-pastor/coach was good. There were 
many emails between the two of them and phone calls to clarify and question. This same 
consistent style of coaching extended to the marketing person who was a part of the 


revitalization team. The pastor also had access to many of the coach’s staff people to ask 
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questions about the process of aeveloping ministries and mission with his church. The 
project was successful because of all the resource people that were available to the pastor. 

The next question that comes to mind is, If the coach did not have all of the 
resource people to advise him, would this still had been a successful project? The first 
response would be, marketing was very important to the success of this project. Some 
people came to the launch because of the marketing, but the majority of the attendees 
were people invited by someone else. Some coaches are very well informed about 
marketing issues and could share quite a bit of significant information with the pastor. 
This is not always the case with coaches. It is important to be aware of the experience of 
the coach so that the coaching is appropriate to the challenge. 

In this case, the coach was a good fit for the project. The pastor was open to 
receive information and suggestions from the coach. This cooperation is very important. 
The pastor was not a part of the discussion and selection of the coach. This selection was 
a directive from the Bishop and district superintendents. The pastor could have sabotaged 
the process at any point. Fortunately, the selected pastor was one who was open to the 
movement of the Holy Spirit and the willingness of the cabinet to revitalize Faith Church. 
The coach was open to reconsider suggestions when the pastor pushed against an idea. 
Pastor was also open to receive suggestions to adjust ideas he developed from the coach. 
It was a good working relationship between pastor, coach, and those whom the coach 
brought to help with this process: 

The concept of church revitalization is exciting. The thought of taking an 
organization that is almost dead and inspiring it to a point of reversing the future and 


embracing the great commission is a wonderful blessing from God. The research 
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materials were very informative, but little is written especially about African gists 
church revitalization. The majority of researches in the area of church revitalization is 
among Anglo congregations. Some of the information in the majority research was used 
to help in developing this model for African American church revitalization. 

The one thing that was shared in the research materials was how to identify when 
it is time to stop trying to revitalize a church. Paul Nixon, pastor of the Epic Center 
Church in Washington, D.C., is a key influence to this thought. Paul was pastor of a 
revitalization attempt in Washington, D.C. He published a book of his work entitled J 
Refuse to Lead a Dying Church. The book chronicles his work in revitalizing the church. 
The ministry was going so well that he even started a second site just outside of 
Washington D.C. The church grew for a time, but then it began to decline. Paul made the 
hard decision to cease the ministry of the church before it declined into a survival mode. 
Sometimes in the revitalization effort, the church leadership might reach a point, where it 
is no long viable to continue to try and revitalize the church. It is at this point when the 
leadership team must make a decision; 1) to cease ministry and close the church to never 
open again, or 2) to close the church, envision the ministry in a different context, and 
restart the church with a new vision and ministry. 

Revitalization can only take place through a joint effort of the pastor and the 
congregation. The majority of United Methodist pastors are well educated people. They 
are required to have at least a Master of Divinity degree before they can be ordained. The 
education for this degree does not prepare a pastor for church revitalization. Many people 
assume that since the pastor is well educated that they are prepared to help turn the © 


church around and re-inspire the congregation into church growth. This is just a dream. 
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These are men and women who have a theological education but know little about church 
development. Seminary graduates can maintain the status quo of a congregation or 
inspire the congregation to develop mission that reaches beyond the church, which might 
result in some church growth, but it does not lead to revitalization. A pastor might have 
training and experience in church growth and revitalization, but this does not mean that 
the church will grow. The pastor is only one person within the congregation. An 
individual cannot create a total congregation. The pastor needs the assistance of a trained 
laity. 

The first step to church revitalization is the involvement and acceptance of the 
idea by the pastor. The second step of the process is training laity to engage in the 
revitalization and lead the revitalization effort. Revitalization will only occur when laity 
is involved in the re-visioning process. The redevelopment of the church is dependent 
upon the work of the laity to change the DNA of the congregation. 

The success of this project was dependent upon the committed work of the laity 
who attended the various training events. These training events were not just information 
sharing, but assignments were given to the attendees with accountable follow up to their 
work. No one worked alone. Each committee person had at least five people in their 
group to assist in developing ideas and carrying out assignments. 

Preparation for church revitalization is important. It does not matter whether the 
preparation is through the Path 1 training modules, Natural Church development, etc. The 
key to any movement in church growth and development is preparation. Through the 
preparation process, the revitalization team will discover the wishes of the congregation. 


The preparation period will help the church leadership understand how invested the 
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congregation is in the process of eGliraton An informed congregation is the best 
option for church growth. People need to understand why the church is moving in a new 
direction. 

Church revitalization is a walk of faith. Church leadership must believe that God 
can bring change to their church with a new vision for the future. In essence, church 
leadership is asked to take a risk for the future. The church must be willing to be 
committed to the work of revitalization and willing to sacrifice some of the things they 
hold dear. The three areas of risk are: spiritually, emotionally and financially. 

Church leadership will be asked to take a spiritual risk. Revitalization can only 
occur as an act of God within people’s lives. God is present in the work of church 
revitalization when people are willing to allow God to touch their heart to understand the 
great commission in a different way. The writer of Hebrews said, “Jesus Christ is the 
same yesterday and today and forever.”® 

Church revitalization might change the spiritual nature of the church through a 
change in the style of worship. Church members are usually well accustomed to their 
worship experience and sometimes feel threatened by any change to the style of worship. 
Worship is the center of every congregation. It is the time when the gathered community 
joins together in praise and adoration to a loving God. The spiritual nature of the 
membership is formed and nurtured within this community. Unfortunately, people forget 
that it is not the style of worship that strengthens a soul, but it is their relationship with 
God that develops a healthy spirit. Jesus Christ does not change because the music is 
different or liturgical dancers are performing within the worship. Church leadership and 


congregational members should be willing to risk spiritually believing that they can meet 
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the same Jesus they’ve always known in a different way. The church must keep pace with 
its audience, community and membership in order for it to grow. The soul can be touched 
while singing an anthem as well as a gospel or even a new praise song. 

The spiritual nature of the membership is important. The work of the church is to 
help people establish spiritual lives trusting in a loving God. New disciples will not 
destroy the worship of the Good O’ Days, but they can help advance the worship 
experience to meet the needs of this current generation. 

Church leaders will be called upon to take an emotional risk for the sake of Christ. 
Church members are wedded to not only a style of worship, but they hold the church 
building, pews, pictures, chancel area and other inanimate objects as sacred. Church 
revitalization might challenge the church to change the worship area to make it more 
functional for an improved updated worship experience. Sometimes it means moving 
furniture or pictures from the wall to place screens or monitors in the sanctuary. 

Church leadership need to help congregations understand the great commission in 
different ways and how artificial barriers can prevent the process of discipleship making. 
Normally, church members want to hold to their old fashioned ways of doing things. The 
congregation is emotionally tied to many of these styles and objects. They use these 
objects as signs of remembrance of a significant occurrence in their lives or even a family 
member who is deceased. This kind of remembrance in the church can be observed in the 
little brass name plates on windows, or chancel furniture, etc. To move any of these items 
from their current position or even to remove them from the church to make room for 
something new, can create a great deal of distress in an individual’s life. New disciples 


will be unaware of these sacred items. They do not know the significance behind them, 
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but the ates will quickly let new members or perspective members know of their 
displeasure about the adjustments. 

Church members have their pew. Their family sat in the same pew for forty years 
in the same spot on the same pew therefore, it is their pew. A possible disciple might sit 
on that pew in their spot until the family arrives. They will make sure that the prospective 
member move from their pew with the understanding that if they attend their church that 
they should sit somewhere else. Church revitalization can take place if people are not 
emotionally tied to false sacred items in the building. People must be willing to take an 
emotional risk and give up their sacred items and spaces for the sake of church growth. 

Church leadership must be willing to take a financial risk to make disciples for 
Jesus Christ. Many congregations have done little to upgrade their buildings to meet the 
needs of their current membership or the perspective disciples. Often, Church leadership 
knows that things need to be repaired, replaced or updated but they put the adjustments 
off until they are required to repair or replace them. People adjust to poor public address 
systems, out of tuned pianos, broken organs, dirty and broken pews, etc. They adjust to 
seeing a poorly maintained building with dirty cluttered classrooms, restrooms, etc. 
Prospective disciples will notice all of these items and determine whether they should 
join the church based upon its current appearance. The church must risk financially to 
improve the building by cleaning it, replacing broken items, and upgrading the worship 
environment. 

Businesses across the world are successful because they understand the 
importance of marketing. The church identifies itself as a sacred organization that should 


not market itself or advertise the services of the church within the community. The 
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church must risk financially creating an advertising caaeen to help get the word out. 
Most congregational leaders trust in the word of mouth communication as a means to 
share information about their church. Historically, this was the major way congregations 
grew. These were places where family members gathered along with their friends. Today, 
more people are finding churches through public media. Churches are located through the 
Internet, radio advertisement, printed flyers and word of mouth. This financial investment 
could assist the congregation in spreading information about the church throughout 
communities within and beyond the church. 

The easiest way to help people become more accepting of change is to simply try 
experiments in church growth. When people know that a project is an experiment, then 
they are more willing to just try it out for a while. Any experiment in a program or 
process must have an ending date. If the experiment works and it appears that the 
congregation is in agreement, then the leadership can decide to continue with the process 
as a new ministry within the church. If the experiment does not work, then it can end 
simply as something that was tried but did not work. 

Church leadership must be willing to try something different. Congregations 
usually conduct the same programs year after year without any change. Programs and 
events within the church are seldom evaluated. Church leadership did not determine 
whether the program or event benefited the church or not. The church simply continues to 
do the same ministry over and over again. Congregations that evaluate their programs and 
ministries will be able to determine whether the mission of the church is met through 


these specific programs or whether the program should be discontinued. 
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The current church is in the technological age. Many African American 
congregations have no technology in their churches. Larger congregations who broadcast 
on the television or radio are equipped to provide that service, but little technological 
assistance is provided within their sanctuaries. Most African American churches do not 
have monitors or screens. They provide only printed materials for their worship. Most 
worship experiences are not recorded on DVDs to be shared with the homebound or 
visitors. There is no projection in the church to help the visibly impaired. Technology is a 
new tool for the church to use to touch new lives for Christ. 

Is there a word from the Lord? The power of the worship experience is the 
preached word. Church revitalization can occur when there is excellent music and a well 
crafted sermon. It is important that each sermon leaves the listener with a compelling 
reason to share the good news of the risen Christ. The listener should leave the church so 
excited that they seek out others to share the word of God with, such as, friends and 
family to invite them to attend the next worship experience. 

The power of the preached word can move a congregation to change if it is done 
well. Therefore, it is important that preachers put in the appropriate amount of 
preparation time in developing the sermon. It does not matter whether a preacher is using 
the lectionary or topical preaching. It does matter that the sermon is designed to touch the 
heart of the listener. It is important that pastors understand that they are called to teach 
people to do no harm, do good and stay in love with God.’ Preachers need to be 


confident that God can use them to make a difference in the church. 


7 Rueben P. Job, 2007, Three Simple Rules, A Wesleyan Way of Living (Tennessee: Abingdon 
Press, 2007) 10. 
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This project iis successful even though the total goal was not reached. If the 
author executed this model in another congregation, he would like to have more 
involvement in the experience. It is difficult to shepherd this process without a great deal 
of involvement. The author’s involvement could be increased with a pastor who is in 
constant communication with the district superintendent. In this case, the author initiated 
most of the conversation between the pastor and coach. There were a few meetings that 
the District Superintendent could not able attend because of late notification of the 
meeting. There needed to be more communication between the District superintendent, 
coach and the coach’s staff. The District Superintendent received information and plans 
at meetings instead of before the meetings. It is always good to be informed about the 
plans for growth before they are presented to the church leadership. 

When the District Superintendent was involved, he was able to determine the 
movement of the leadership with the assistance of the pastor and coach. The relationship 
between the church leadership and the District Superintendent was helpful. The 
leadership knew that the Superintendent was invested in the project therefore he was 
always welcomed to be an active part of the discussion and planning. 

The next project can be enhanced with the principles of Natural Church 
Development. Some of the eight principles of Natural Church Development are very 
similar to the Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations developed by Robert Schnase. 
Natural Church Development is offered to the church by Church Smart. It is a good tool 
to use in helping congregations and church leadership accept church growth principles 
and understand the nature of revitalization. The ABC’s of Natural Church Development 


by Christian A. Schwarz is a good starting resource for church development. 
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Natural church development is a program that measures the strength of 
congregations in eight areas; “empowering leadership, gift-based ministry, passionate 
spirituality, effective structures, inspiring worship, holistic small groups, need-oriented 
evangelism, and loving relationships.”® It measures each of these eight areas focusing on 
the minimum factor. Congregations are asked to work on their minimum factors in an 
effort to strengthen the congregation which will help in the recruitment and development 
of members. Robert Schnase’ Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations provided the 
foundation for this project, which trained the leaders to develop the congregation, while 
natural church development could provide a way of teaching the lay leadership and 


congregation about church growth. 


® Christian A. Schwarz, The ABC’s of Natural Church Development, (Illinois: Church Smart, 
1998) 9. 
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MODEL 

The model of this project is: 

1) Identify a congregation whose position on the life cycle chart is between 
aristocracy, (efficient but entrenched institutional life), and bureaucracy, (ineffective, but 
sustained by good memories). Congregations between these two points still have a 
possibly of turning around. A congregation at the death point possesses disillusioned 
hopes and institutional disintegration. That congregation cannot be revived. 

There should be a reasonable number of active members still in the congregation. 
In this case, the average Sunday attendance was thirty-five to forty active members. 
There needs to be a core of members that is needed to build upon. There must be 
willingness among this group of people to work toward revitalization of the church. 
Without the assistance of the active members and their help, revitalization is not possible. 
The revitalization team must commit itself to attend regular training events and commit 
to hold each other accountable in their collective efforts to develop as part of the process 
of church growth. 

2) Identify a coach. In this case a co-pastor/coach was identified to serve the 
church under the appointment process of The United Methodist Church. The coach’s role 
is to encourage leadership and hold them accountable to their specific assignments. The 
coach is not to do the work, but they are to make sure that the work is being done. The 
coach can be another pastor, but the coach could also be a lay person who is experienced 
in leading church leadership through a revitalization process. If the coach is a lay person, 


there must be a good working relationship between the pastor and the coach. 
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3) Identify the revitalization ny The church leadership team should be 
composed of at least twenty to twenty-five committed volunteers. Among this group of 
people should be the chairperson of trustees, finance, church council and pastor parish 
relations committee. These four key leaders are aware of all the issues affecting the 
church. They are also aware of congregational concerns which might impact the 
revitalization effort. 

4) Train the revitalization team. The coach first priority is to establish a 
relationship with the teams and develop an agenda for the team’s work. During this 
process, the coach will seek to discover and explore the key issues within the church. The 
coach can help the team determine its priorities and establish the action steps needed to 
complete the work. The coach will give encouragement and support throughout the 
process. Finally, the coach will help the revitalization team evaluate their work and help 
the team continue to move forward. 

The coach will share information about the nature of church revitalization with 
the leadership team. People need to know how a church can be revitalized and the 
changes that might occur through the vitalization process. This revitalization team was 
lead through a discussion about the Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations, (radical 
hospitality, passionate worship, intentional faith development, risk-taking mission and 
service, and extravagant generosity), by Robert Schnase. Two days were set aside for the 
introduction and study of this material. In addition to the coach’s work, the pastor 
reinforced the study in the small groups using the multi-media group study of the five 


practices. 
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The group was divided into the five subgroups for the five practices. The group 
was asked to examine the churches’ current position which related to the emphasis of 
each specific subgroup. This information was record and shared with the entire group. 
The larger group added their dreams to each subject. These dream statements were given 
to each subgroup and prioritized. The subgroup was also given the task of establishing a 
time line for the completion and implementation of the work area. The subgroups were 
held accountable as they reported their work at their regular meetings. 

5) Pastor traveled to the coach’s church in Kansas to meet with his leadership 
team. Several trips were made to Kansas over a number of days to gather as much 
information as possible to help in the revitalization of Faith United Methodist Church. 

6) Pastor worked with the coach and the marketing expert from the coach’s 
church to develop an advertising campaign for the church. The materials were high 
glossy and very colorful. Banners were designed and hung on the outside of the building 
and within the church to advertise that the church was changing in an attempt to 
revitalize. As the re-launch date approached, the marketing of the church was stepped up. 
Information was shared on Facebook, Twitter, Myspace, and Youtube. Two weeks before 
the launch, advertisement spots were on all the African American radio stations serving 
the Chicago Metropolitan area. 

7) Clean the church. The leadership team deep cleaned the church. Torn rugs were 
thrown out; rooms that were cluttered with too much furniture were de-cluttered of the 
extra furniture and old printed materials. Banners were hung in the fellowship space and 
an information table was established to distribute information about the re-launch of the 


church. 
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Two fifty-two inch monitors were hung in the sanctuary. The public address 
system was upgraded with additional microphone. Two monitors were place in the 
chancel area for the choir and pastor to view. A new video camera was positioned in the 
sanctuary to project and record the worship experience. 

The position of the choir stand was moved from a side view of the congregation 
to the unused section of the chancel area in front of the congregation. New chairs were 
purchased for the choir. 

The pastor parish relation committee hired a new musician to bring a different 
style of music. The church music moved from hymn and classical anthems to modern 
gospel and upgraded hymn arrangements. The choir grew from six choir members to 
seventeen members. A drummer was employed and a used Hammond organ was added to 


the music area. 


CONCLUSION 

Healthy congregations can grow. The question that must be addressed by 
declining congregations is “How can the church turn around and become healthy?” The 
results of this project proved that a sick congregation can turn around and begin the 
process of becoming healthy. This project had a successful ending. 

The project succeeded with the use of a coach and Robert Schnase’ Five Practices 
of Fruitful Congregations. The church leadership team was committed and accountable to 
each other as they worked toward revitalization. 

Nine months of work went into this attempt to revitalize Faith United Methodist 


Church, ending on Easter Sunday morning, April 4, 2010. The numerical attendance goal 
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for this re-launch Sunday was two hundred-fifty people. It was thought that if the goal 
could be accomplished, the number of people the church would retain should be about 
one hundred twenty-five. The re-launch was successful even though the goal was not 
met. The total attendance on April 4 was one hundred eighty-five. The attendance was a 
little short of the goal, but far beyond the Easter Sunday attendance in 2009. 

The Sunday following the Easter re-launch was a disappointing Sunday in terms 
of attendance. The attendance had fallen back to forty people. The pastor and district 
superintendent question what had happened. Had something gone wrong in the planning 
that needed to be corrected when this model is used again? The second Sunday following 
this Easter experience, one hundred people attended the morning worship. Ten people 
became disciples of Christ by joining the church that Sunday. The current average 
attendance is between ninety-five and one hundred each Sunday. The goal for total 
members in 2010 will remain at one hundred twenty-five. 

The work of the church is to dream bigger dreams like Jabez. “Jabez called on the 
God of Israel, saying, ‘Oh that you would bless me and enlarge my border, and that your 
hand might be with me, and that you would keep me from hurt and harm!”” This ought to 
be the prayer of the church, that God would increase its membership as the church makes 


disciples for Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world. 


° 1 Chron. 4:10 (NRSV). 
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